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WHAT SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY IS 


ANTHROPOLOGY means ‘talking about man’, as psychology 
means ‘talking about mind’. The cliché ‘I’m interested in 
people’, and the exclamation ‘Aren’t foreigners extraordinary!’ 
must have been current in some form or other since man 
learnt to use language. The greater part of all human discourse 
is concerned with what people do (sometimes the speaker, 
perhaps more often other people), and everyone who has the 
opportunity of travelling away from his own home is struck 
by the differences between the way of doing things that he is 
used to and what he finds elsewhere. 

Anthropology is sometimes thought of as the study which 
tells us ‘all about man’. To those who take this view, it com- 
prises in fact the subjects that were flourishing about the 
middle of the nineteenth century, when the idea of a ‘science 
of man’ first began to take shape—physical anthropology, 
social (or cultural) anthropology, archaeology and linguistics. 
An alternative view is that social anthropology is a branch 
of sociology, and its nearest neighbours are the other social 
sciences. That is the point of view taken in this book. 


Differences between societies 


Sociology, then, is the study of society, and social anthropology 
is a branch of this. Why should anyone be asked, or wish, to 
study society? We all live as members of society. It might be 
thought that we know all about it from our own experience. 
Most of us grow up learning how to behave towards our 
fellows, and by the time we are grown up we take it for granted 
that there 7s only one way to behave. Then perhaps we may go 
abroad, for a holiday or for longer, and we very soon find that 
the rules are different in other countries. Some of us just take 
this as proving the inferiority of other nations, and few of us 
ever learn that in the eyes of the other nations, who take 
different rules for granted, we are the inferiors. ‘No Other 
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Country,’ said Dickens’s Mr. Podsnap, ‘is so favoured as This 
Country.’ ‘And other countries?’ asked a foreign guest at his 
dinner table. ‘They do how?’ ‘They do, sir,’ replied Mr. 
Podsnap, ‘they do—I am sorry to be obliged to say it—as 
they do.’ 

Social anthropology has been very largely concerned with 
peoples who ‘do’ very differently from ‘This Country’ or from 
any other of the industrialized nations that are commonly 
called (with a fine disregard of geography) ‘western’. Its centre 
of interest has always been the peoples who are called ‘primi- 
tive’, or, when there is time to speak at greater length, “peoples 
of simple technology’—peoples who have to get on without 
our array of gadgets, not only without radar and mechanical 
transport, but without money and without writing. Lacking 
these means of conducting their affairs, they have to organize 
their lives very differently from ourselves. But if we study the 
kind of societies that they live in, and compare them with 
those of the western world, we can see that certain funda- 
mental principles of life in society are to be found both among 
‘them’ and among ‘us’. It is by comparing many different kinds 
of society that people find the common principles. 

The ‘primitive’ or ‘simple’ societies differ very much from 
one another—perhaps more than the industrialized societies 
do. Can we account for these differences? Sometimes people 
think they are due to the character of the different peoples— 
to qualities that they have ‘in their bones’ or ‘in their blood’, 
that they all inherit from their parents. Or is there some 
determining influence in the environment, in the sources of 
their livelihood, for example, or in the climate? 

The explanation of differences between peoples—and some- 
times even between individuals—as manifestations of ‘national 
character’ is extremely popular. Most of us have a mental 
picture of a typical German, or Russian, or West Indian, and 
when we hear that the German government, or the Moscow 
Communist Party, or a coloured bus conductor, has done 
something that we don’t think we would do in their place (or 
something that we don’t like) we account for it by the peculiar 
character that we associate with this mental picture. 

You will often hear people say, of outsiders whom they don’t 
like, that characteristics such as ‘cruelty’ or ‘laziness’ are ‘in 
their blood’; and if a man or woman is very good at something, 
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you may hear it said that navigation, or music, was ‘in his (or 
her) blood’. In fact, if you find that a musical genius is raised 
in a musical family, this is much more likely to be because he 
was set to practise at the age of three than because of any- 
thing he has inherited. The question of the relation between 
the capacities we are born with and the kind of people we 
become is a very complicated one, which will have to be dealt 
with fully in a later chapter. But every student of anthropology 
should be warned at the outset of two things. First, the 
physical qualities that we do inherit are not carried in our 
blood, although this has been assumed for so long that it is 
sometimes difficult to avoid using the popular phrase ‘blood 
relatives’. Second, the question how individual persons behave 
and the question how different societies are organized are quite 
separate questions; you cannot explain differences between 
societies by saying they are made up of different kinds of 
people. Some differences between societies reflect differences 
of technology; there are broad contrasts between the in- 
dustrialized societies which use mechanical power on a large 
scale and those that have to get on without machines. But 
within each of these two broad classes there are all kinds of 
differences, and these simply cannot be accounted for by 
differences in hereditary make-up. 

What about the explanation in terms of geography? The 
people who live in countries where water is desperately short 
have to organize themselves so as to take advantage of what 
water there is—moving with their cattle in search of grazing, 
or building their houses near permanent water and sending 
their young men away with the cattle. People who live in 
countries infested with tsetse fly have to do without cattle. 
People who live on islands generally build sea-going craft and 
learn to sail by the stars; but there are people in the Nile basin 
who have never made canoes. People who grow their food on 
limited areas of land have to have rules saying who is entitled 
to use the land. 

But we do not find that all cattle-keepers, or all islanders, 
have the same kind of society, by any means, and many of the 
differences between them cannot be correlated with environ- 
ment at all. A very difficult environment limits what people 
can do. An extreme example of a people constrained by their 
environment are the Turkana of Northern Kenya. In their 


4 WHAT SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY IS 


arid country they have to be constantly moving with their 
cattle in search of grazing and water. Half a dozen people or so 
move together. Even what we think of as the population of a 
small village—say a hundred people—could not find sub- 
sistence for themselves and their flocks at one time in the same 
place. So the Turkana have no villages, no village headmen, no 
village moots where people can discuss and settle their quar- 
rels; they are as nearly without political organization as any 
people we could think of. But of all the peoples of the world 
only a small minority have to cope with such extreme diffi- 
culties. The majority are able to live in permanent villages or 
larger concentrations, where the generations succeed one 
another in the same place. They are by no means all alike, and 
where they differ one cannot account for this by rainfall or 
temperature, or the kind of vegetation that the soil will 
produce. 

Perhaps at this point we should ask what kind of differences 
matter to the social anthropologist. The casual traveller notices 
that some people eat cheese for breakfast, and some would 
rather entertain you at a restaurant than invite you home; 
some seem to like talking all at once in very loud voices, while 
others orate one after the other, nobody’s remarks having 
any very close connection with those of the previous speaker. 
These are very superficial differences. Anyone who spends 
rather more than a holiday fortnight will probably become 
aware of more significant characteristics of the foreigners he is 
living among. He will notice that they have different rules 
about whom one may marry and what must be done to make 
a marriage legal; about who has claims on the property of a 
person who dies; about who is entitled to give orders that must 
be obeyed, and how such rulers are chosen; and different ideas 
about the nature of the world and of unseen beings who concern 
themselves with human affairs. 

This is the kind of question that social anthropologists 
are interested in; not just the kind of things you can see 
people doing every day, but behind the everyday behaviour, 
the way they are organized so as to be a society and not just 
a lot of people who happen to be in the same part of the 
world. 

The rules of behaviour in which this organization consists, 
the social facts, are the subject matter of the student of society. 


WHAT SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY IS 5 


Can they be explained by something behind and apart from 
the society whose rules they are—by the peculiar quality of 
some men’s minds or the length of the rainy season in different 
parts of the world? Durkheim, the great French sociologist 
from whom British anthropologists have drawn much of their 
inspiration, said No. The social, he said, can be explained only 
by the social. In other words, one can see that certain kinds of 
arrangement are characteristic of peoples of simple technology, 
or that certain inheritance rules and certain marriage rules are 
often found together; but it is no good going outside society for 
explanations of what happens within it. 


The Scope of social anthropology 


The earliest anthropologists would have said that what they 
were interested in was ‘all about man’. They could not foresee 
that the range of studies that throw light on man’s history, on 
his social behaviour, on his biological and physiological charac- 
teristics, would grow to be so vast that nobody could hope to 
master the whole field. Today there are different views about 
the best way to group these various subjects. Some believe in 
the ‘integration of anthropological studies’. This means in 
practice the retention, with the addition of one more subject, 
of the group that were thought of as together making up the 
science of man at the time when the Royal Anthropological 
Institute was founded in 1843.1 For adherents of this school 
social anthropology should be linked with physical anthro- 
pology, or the classification of humanity into races, with 
archaeology, or the study of the buried relics of earlier societies, 
and with linguistics, the study of the principles of language. 
As all these studies have grown into separate specialisms, and a 
whole new family of social sciences has grown up, some have 
thought it preferable to link social anthropology with these 
latter, and physical anthropology with biological studies. In 
any case, the field of social anthropology is now so large that 
few people can hope to make themselves experts at the same 
time in it and in any of the other branches of anthropology in 
the wider sense. Every social anthropologist must speak the 
language of the people he works with, but few can make an 
intensive study of linguistics. 

Many social anthropologists would today describe their 

1 As the Ethnological Society of Great Britain. 
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subject as a branch of sociology. Radcliffe-Brown called it com- 
parative sociology, to indicate that we are seeking, just as are 
theoretical sociologists, for generalizations about all kinds of 
human society. There are universities where specialists in the 
study of industrial society, who have always been called 
sociologists, and social anthropologists are members of the 
same department, and students taking the same degree follow 
courses in both fields. There are tropical countries where it is 
necessary to call yourself a sociologist if you want to be 
allowed to work—because anthropologists are supposed to be 
concerned with ‘savages’. 

But the two words are not completely synonymous, and 
most of us would prefer to call ourselves a branch of sociology 
rather than claim the reverse relationship. How then is our 
field defined? At one time our appropriate concern was held to 
be with ‘primitive’ or ‘simple’ societies. These adjectives 
themselves call for definition; it is generally agreed now that 
they describe the technology of the people concerned. The 
typical primitive society lacks writing and currency. But 
anthropologists have worked in pre-industrial societies which 
have their own writing and their own currency; and more 
recently they have worked in the industrial societies of which 
they are themselves members, in factories, prisons, and mental 
hospitals, and have studied family and kinship in great cities. 
We are convinced that when we do this work we bring to it an 
approach that is specifically that of the anthropologist, but it 
becomes more and more difficult to say what this is. Some say 
it is a matter of theory; we consider it our business to observe 
the totality of relationships operating between the people in the 
social unit that we study, not only those directly relevant to a 
particular problem. Others say it is a matter of technique; we 
have direct contact with the people we are studying, spend 
time among them so that we can observe their interaction with 
one another; though sound conclusions can be drawn from 
statistics and questionnaires, they are not the kind of con- 
clusions we seek to draw. One description of the special 
approach of the social anthropologist has been given by F. G. 
Bailey’ in an article on the contribution of our subject to the 


1 ‘The Scope of Social Anthropology in the Study of Indian Society’, in 
Indian Anthropology, edited by T. W. Madan and Gopala Sarana, 1962, 
pp. 254-65. 
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study of Indian society. He refers to our technique of ‘long 
and patient observation, the willingness to look for details and 
to let the patterns and ideas emerge out of what one sees and 
hears’, and remarks that this is best fitted for the study of a 
very small unit such as a village. Yet we are driven to go out- 
side the village, if only because the questions that matter 
today are questions of the relation between the village and the 
wider world. What can we contribute here? We can take a 
small area of a great society—a factory or a trade union, or a 
political party. If we do this we are invading the field of other 
specialists—economists or political scientists. But we can add 
something to their analysis by using the anthropologist’s con- 
cept of social structure. This leads us to see the links between 
political or economic relationships with those dependent on 
kinship or on ritual duties. We provide the ‘social matrix’ of 
the inquiries that are pursued by specialist disciplines. 

In British usage social anthropology is distinguished from 
ethnology, which is interested primarily in the past history of 
peoples without written records, and is therefore closely allied 
with archaeology. Another technical word, ethnography, refers 
to the process of collecting data by direct inquiry and observa- 
tion, whatever the theoretical purpose of the inquiry, and also 
to books in which the emphasis is on the description of the 
society studied rather than on general theoretical problems. 


Some key terms 


A few anthropologists in Britain, and a great many in America, 
call themselves cultural anthropologists and maintain that 
their primary interest is in culture. These people are in the 
direct line of descent from Tylor and Boas. Those who call 
themselves students of society are the intellectual descendants 
of Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown.! 

Tylor, in a book published in 1871, defined culture as ‘that 
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, 
law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by 
man as a member of society’.? This definition—which is really 
an enumeration—has sometimes been compressed into the 
statement that culture comprises all kinds of learned be- 
haviour; and in practice the distinguishing feature of the study 


1 See pp. 23-5. 
2 Primitive Culture, 5th edn. 1913, Vol. i, p. 1. 
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of culture is often said to be that it is concerned with customs 
and ‘ways’. By ‘art’ Tylor meant ‘techniques’, and because 
some leading students of culture, such as Boas in America, 
have been concerned with the collection of specimens for 
museums, the objects which the techniques create are often 
called ‘material culture’. A culture is the common possession 
of a body of people who share the same traditions; in social 
terms such a body is a society. At the time when Malinowski’s 
pupils were embarking on their first fieldwork, they chose the 
‘society’ they would go to and prepared themselves to study 
‘its culture’. 

They did not, however, suppose that all they had to do was 
to enumerate the traits that made up the culture. Such an 
approach can easily lead to absurdity, as when customs of such 
widely different significance as parliamentary government and 
eating with chopsticks are treated on the same level, as just 
‘ways’ (a genuine example). Malinowski did not let his pupils 
make that kind of mistake, for he insisted that culture was to 
be analysed not into traits but into institutions; for him 
parliamentary government would have been an important ele- 
ment of culture, but chopsticks would have been a small part 
of the complex of institutions meeting the needs of nutrition. 

If people are thought of simply as bearers of culture, it may 
be dangerously easy to think of a culture as a set of rules and 
techniques with independent existence; this is what is some- 
times called the reification of culture. But in America one 
school of anthropologists has pursued a line of study that 
brings people into the picture, the study of culture and 
personality. Very roughly, this implies the assumption that a 
culture both reflects and creates a typical personality in the 
people who share it. It has not found many adherents in 
Britain. 

When British anthropologists say they are interested in 
social rather than in cultural facts, they mean that they are 
interested in the interactions of people living in society, and 
not in the personal characteristics of individuals, even when 
these are thought of as the product of their culture. We are 
still apt to say that a field study is concerned with a society, 
and it is worth asking what we mean by this. An isolated island 
population clearly forms a society; so do the people within a 
continent who recognize a common political authority. But 
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some societies of the latter kind are far too large and complex 
for any one person to study in their totality, and anthro- 
pologists have worked on sections of these—villages, factories, 
and the like. 

Radcliffe-Brown said that an anthropologist’s field of study 
could be ‘any convenient locality of suitable size’,1 and that, 
having selected his ‘society’ in this way, his task was to study 
its structure. This word is now the central concept in a large 
part of the work being done in social anthropology. It means 
that we think of the society, not the culture, as an orderly 
arrangement of parts, and that our business is to detect and 
explain this order. It consists in relationships between persons 
which are regulated by a common body of recognized rights 
and obligations. 

In the discussion of social structure two concepts first made 
popular by Linton in America are very widely used: status and 
role. Status means a person’s position relatively to that of 
others with whom he is in social relationships. Terms denoting 
status always imply a relationship with somebody else: for 
example, son, headmaster, husband, shop steward. One person 
may have many statuses, as these examples show. He can also 
be said to have a total status, which is relatively high or low in 
relation to other members of his society. But status as such is a 
neutral word; when it is used to describe something that people 
strive for, it is incorrectly used. Status may be ascribed, as by 
the rule that Queen Elizabeth II must be Queen of England 
because she is the elder daughter of King George VI; or 
achieved, as by the political career that brought John Kennedy 
to the position of President of the United States. For every 
status there is an appropriate role. People are expected to 
behave as if they loved their wives and respected their head- 
masters, whatever their actual sentiments may be; and while 
the psychologist may be interested in the reasons why some 
people find marriage or school intolerable, the social anthro- 
pologist is concerned with the way the roles are defined by 
society and what happens when they are not properly per- 
formed. Roles comprise duties of leadership, command, protec- 
tion, obedience, co-operation, the making of gifts or payments 
on appropriate occasions, and so forth. In ordinary language a 
role means a part in a play, and this is just what makes it 

1 Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952, p. 193. 
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appropriate here. The lines are written for the actor, but he can 
play them well or badly, forget them or gag, present the 
audience with a new conception of the character he is playing 
or with one so far from what they think it should be that they 
reward him with catcalls instead of applause. In the same way 
we all do what we can to play our less spectacular roles, and it 
is largely when people get new ideas about how to play them 
that social change comes about. The rules defining the roles 
are called role expectations. Social control comprises the whole 
range of social pressures directed to make people play their 
roles in accordance with these expectations. 

In one sense the actor has to stick fairly closely to his lines— 
in the sense that every society has its recognized ways of ex- 
pressing the relationships in which the roles must be played. 
To take a very simple example, for Hindus the polite way of 
greeting is to put both hands together in the attitude that 
Christians associate with prayer; for Chinese it is to bow while 
concealing the hands in one’s wide sleeves; for western Euro- 
peans it is to shake hands. These are cultural differences. 
Culture is the way in which social relationships are expressed 
and symbolized. It is what the anthropologist in the field sees 
first, and it must constitute a very large part of his description. 
As Nadel put it, culture and society are two dimensions of all 
social life. Nevertheless, Radcliffe-Brown said truly that the 
two definitions of anthropology, as concerned with culture and 
with society (or social structure) lead to two different kinds of 
study, between which it is hardly possible to obtain agreement 
in the formulation of problems. 

Something has been said already about the kind of society 
that anthropologists study. As long as they do consider their 
main subject-matter to be a particular kind of society, they 
will have to find words to indicate what this is. This is awk- 
ward, because the peoples to whom most of our research has 
been directed are coming to resent any description that seems 
to allot them an inferior status. A word that has been much 
used is primitive. Nineteenth-century writers meant by it to 
describe a condition of humanity that was in some sense 
childish in comparison with their own adulthood. No wonder 
the new nations resent the word. Durkheim used it to indicate 
the most rudimentary form of any institution that could be 

lop. cit., p. 189. 
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found; thus in his discussion of religion he gave reasons why 
ancestor-worship could not really be called primitive. 

If we use the word today we are not thinking of mental or 
moral qualities, but of little developed techniques. Some 
anthropologists write of societies of simple technology, but this 
is a clumsy phrase if it must be often repeated. An adjective 
which has not yet given offence is small-scale, denoting the 
narrow range of social relationships to which societies of 
simple technology are confined. People sometimes speak of a 
face-to-face society, a term which implies that all members of 
the society are in constant contact, or at least known, to one 
another. This would describe only the smallest of the social 
units that anthropologists are concerned with. 

It is obvious that the societies which have only recently 
begun to enter the machine age are not all at the same techno- 
logical level. Nobody could apply the word primitive to the 
ancient civilizations of the Far East. But they have some of 
the characteristics of the small-scale society, and anyhow, 
anthropologists have found them an appropriate subject of 
study. Some writers therefore distinguish between primitive 
and peasant society. For them a primitive society is one which 
is almost wholly self-contained and in which people get their 
food and other necessities directly by their own work, and a 
peasant society one of cultivators who live in small com- 
munities, still largely self-sufficient, but having some relations 
with a wider society, in particular selling their surplus in a 
market and accepting an external political authority. Some 
make the same distinction between ‘tribal’ and ‘peasant’ 
societies. 

But the word ‘tribal’ has also been used to distinguish 
countrymen from town dwellers, as in the title of a study by 
Philip Mayer, Townsmen or Tribesmen (1961), of a population 
of South African Bantu who go to work in urban employment 
but try hard while they are there to keep to their own customs. 
Again, the word ‘detribalization’, which implies the loss of 
characteristics described as ‘tribal’, is frequently used, some- 
times by people who think they are talking about a good thing 
and sometimes by people who think they are talking about a 


1 Students contemplating examination questions should not be daunted by 
the use of these different words as alternatives: they all refer to the same kind 
of society. 

ISA—B 
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bad thing; as generally used nowadays, however, “detribaliza- 
tion’ refers to the adoption of city ways of life in cities, and not 
to the rejection of traditional ways in the country. 

But even if there is a general notion of what a tribal society 
is, there is no agreement at all about what a tribe is. This word 
has been used by two contemporary anthropologists with a 
definite meaning, but unfortunately not with the same mean- 
ing. Evans-Pritchard, writing of the Nuer of the southern 
Sudan, observes that this population of some 200,000 with a 
common name, a common language, and a common culture, is 
divided into distinct political units. He calls these divisions 
tribes. If one is using the word in this way it could be defined 
by saying that the tribe is a politically organized subdivision 
of a wider ethnic (or cultural) unit. This would be in accordance 
with the usage by which the Tswana of Bechuanaland are said 
to be divided into eight tribes, each with its own chief. The 
word could be applied to the subdivisions of the six million 
Ibo in Nigeria and in many other cases. 

But F. G. Bailey, writing of India, uses it in quite another 
sense. He too has to take account of current usage, which is to 
classify the population of India into tribal peoples and those 
who are organized according to the Hindu caste system. There 
is an Official list of tribal peoples entitled to special protection 
of various kinds. But when one tries to say what are the 
characteristics that they all have in common and that caste 
people do not have, this turns out to be impossible. Bailey! 
argues that ‘caste’ and ‘tribe’ do not describe kinds of society 
which are wholly different, but ways of organizing people for 
certain sorts of co-operation. For the purpose of organizing 
economic life people in a subsistence or peasant society must 
have access to land. In a tribal organization everyone has a 
claim to land by virtue of his membership of a clan, and all 
clans are equal in status. This is just what Durkheim? meant 
by the ‘mechanical solidarity’ of a society all the divisions of 
which are alike. In a caste system the dominant caste owns the 
land, and economic life is organized through the rendering of 
services by other castes in return for rights to cultivate or a 
share of the harvest. This is what Durkheim called ‘organic 


1° “Tribe” and “Caste” in India’, Contributions to Indian Sociology, October 
1961, pp. 7-19. 
2 See p. 24, 
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solidarity’ based on the division of labour. Tribal societies are 
ideally egalitarian, caste societies ideally hierarchical. Actual 
societies combine both elements. But this very interesting 
exposition certainly does not, and was not intended to, give a 
universally applicable definition of the words ‘tribe’ and 
‘tribal’. 

The word group has a special meaning in the language of 
social anthropologists. It does not mean, as it does in everyday 
speech, any collection of people. It means a corporate body 
with a permanent existence; a collection of people recruited on 
recognized principles, with common interests and rules (norms) 
fixing the rights and duties of the members in relation to one 
another and to these interests. The common interests can be 
called property interests, if property is very broadly defined. 
As Leach recently put it, they may include ‘not only material 
goods and rights in land but also rights in persons, in titles, in 
offices, in names, in rituals, in forms of magic, in techniques, 
in songs, in dances ... and so on and so forth’.1 In many 
simple societies the most important corporate groups consist 
of people linked by descent.* 

It is not hard to recognize the corporateness of a descent 
group; this can easily be tested by the criteria just quoted from 
Leach. But there are aggregations of people who have some- 
thing in common and yet not quite enough for us to assert that 
they are corporate groups. What is in question here is some 
kind of community of feeling or interest, something more than 
a common characteristic that is perceived by outsiders. People 
who have emigrated from the same country to the same 
country—say, Italians in Australia—are distinguished from 
the native-born population and are conscious of this. They are 
sometimes referred to as an ethnic growp, although they are 
certainly not a corporate group. It is almost impossible com- 
pletely to avoid the use of ‘group’ for collections of people who 
do not form corporate groups; what is important is to be clear 
when it is necessary to use the word in a strict sense. 

But a mistake which must be avoided is to suppose that if 
a collection of people with something in common is not a group, 
it must be a category. These two words are not alternatives or 


1. R. Leach, ‘On Certain Unconsidered Aspects of Double Descent Systems’, 
Man, LXII, 1962, p. 131. 
2 See pp. 64-73. 
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opposites; they belong to different fields of discourse. It is 
important to understand clearly that a category is not some- 
thing which exists: it is a way of classifying the phenomena 
that people perceive as existing. A large part of the work of 
the French anthropologist Lévi-Strauss is concerned with the 
kind of categories into which the members of simple societies 
organize their experience. You categorize something by attach- 
ing a label to it, and you can then call the label the category. 
Anyone is free to impose his own categories on the world, 
though it will not be easy for him to talk to other people unless 
they all use the same set; and some categories are more useful 
than others. For example, the Nuer of the southern Sudan say 
that ‘twins are birds’. That is to say, they see something 
significant that twins and birds have in common, which 
justifies their being classed in the same category. You have to 
know a good deal about Nuer ideas to understand why. 

The second point, which follows directly from the first, is 
that a category of persons is not an arrangement of people that 
is somehow different from a group. A label cannot turn into a 
thing; or in more professional terms, a concept into an entity 
or a logical class into a social group. To suppose an aggregate 
of persons must be either a category or a group is as meaning- 
less as to say somebody lives either in London or Wednesday. 
Yet quite a number of writers suppose that they have to play 
safe by writing about ‘groups and categories’, as if this was a 
way of leaving nothing out. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


D. Forde, Habitat, Economy and Society (1934), describes a number 
of societies in very different environments and shows that, in 
spite of the limitations that environment may impose on human 
activities, it is quite impossible to correlate all institutions with 
environment. 

L. P. Mair, ‘Some Current Terms in Social Anthropology’ in 
British Journal of Sociology (1963), surveys a number of the terms 
in general use. 


CHAPTER TWO 


HOW SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY 
DEVELOPED 


Booxs of travel are among the oldest forms of literature; 
some have included, and more have inspired, speculations on 
the reasons for differences between human societies. People 
brought up in the European tradition look to the Greek writer 
Herodotus as ‘the father of history’; his is the oldest extant 
book to be actually called a ‘history’ (which in his day just 
meant ‘knowing’). Some make him also ‘the father of anthro- 
pology’, and certainly he was not content merely to record 
what he saw, and what people told him, about the different 
countries around the shores of the Mediterranean; he asked 
what made people so different. In discussing his great theme, 
the attempt of the Persians to conquer the Greeks and their 
failure, he asked questions such as a social anthropologist 
might ask: What kind of society in the Greek city states 
managed to stand up to the Persians and throw them back 
into the sea? Why did the social organization of the Persians, 
who had conquered all their other neighbours, not make them 
able to subdue the Greeks? 

Every age of geographical discovery has seen a burst of 
interest in the new kinds of society that the explorers have 
found; we are reminded today by the descendants of these 
peoples that they were there all along, and were only ‘new’ to 
foreigners who had lived for centuries in ignorance of their 
existence. The explorers and colonizers, however, being ac- 
customed to take it for granted that they were themselves the 
standard of what people ought to be like, were always prompted 
to ask why other peoples were so unlike themselves. 


The early travellers 


The sixteenth century was one such period, the eighteenth 
another. The French essayist Montaigne (1533-92) was much 
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interested in the apparently paradoxical contrasts between 
the customs of his own country and others. His essay on 
cannibals was one of the sources of Shakespeare’s Tempest. 
The attitude of Prospero to Caliban, the hardly-more-than- 
monster who repaid his master’s attempt to educate him by 
trying to rape his daughter, is a paradigm of the cruder form 
of colonialist attitude, so close to contemporary experience 
as to be horrifying. A slightly subtler approach to the ques- 
tion of the meaning of physical differences between popula- 
tions was the theological argument whether people with brown 
skins who wore no clothes could really be descendants of 
Adam. 

Eighteenth-century Europeans were less certain than six- 
teenth-century ones that all the advantage was on their side. 
Interest was now directed to North America and Polynesia. 
The Indians were taken to represent the pristine condition of 
man—though Rousseau’s ‘noble savages’ of the golden age of 
natural man were those same Caribs who the Spanish 
missionaries had thought could not have souls. Hobbes in the 
seventeenth century had already thought the American 
Indians approached pretty closely to his imagined state of 
nature where every man’s hand was against his neighbour 
and men’s lives were ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and 
short’. 

Reports of the manners and customs of distant lands now 
began to be treated not just as bits of interesting information 
but as data for constructing historical schemes of the develop- 
ment of society. Some writers start the history of comparative 
ethnography with the Jesuit missionary Lafitau, who in 1724 
published a book comparing American Indian customs with 
those of the ancient world as described by Latin and Greek 
writers. A little later (1760) Charles de Brosses wrote on 
parallels between ancient Egyptian religion and that of West 
Africa—a subject that occupies the attention of a new school 
of historians today. In 1748 Montesquieu published his Esprit 
des Lois, based on reading and not on travel, and thus became 
for some the first theorist of our subject. He considered that 
differences in legal systems could be explained by relating them 
to differences in other characteristics of the nations which 
possessed them, population, temperament, religious beliefs, 
economic organization and customs generally, as well as to 
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their environment. This could entitle him to be described as 
the first functionalist.? 

In Scotland a number of men were seeking to trace the 
evolution of society from—as one of them put it—‘a state 
little better than mere brutality to that most perfect state... 
in ancient Greece’.? The most famous of them, Adam Ferguson 
and Adam Smith, based their generalizations, as did Montes- 
quieu, on the widest reading about the institutions of different 
societies that was available in their day. The idea of such an 
evolution did not have to wait, as is popularly supposed, for 
Darwin’s discovery of the principle of natural selection in the 
evolution of biological species, and indeed the influence of 
Darwin’s work was on the whole unfortunate when it led to 
attempts to fit societies and races—the latter not always 
clearly distinguished from _ societies—into evolutionary 
schemes. 


Diffusionism 


The nineteenth century saw the beginning of travel for the 
sake of the observation of different examples of human 
society. The most famous of the nineteenth-century travellers 
was Bastian (1826-1905), who engaged as a ship’s doctor in 
order to see the world, and succeeded in visiting a remarkable 
number of places. He was interested in ideas as such, and 
particularly religious beliefs, and was struck by the similarities 
which he found in places far apart. He attributed this to 
psychological qualities common to all human beings—the 
‘psychic unity of mankind’, which leads people independently 
to think of similar myths and rituals. 

His younger contemporary Ratzel (1844-1904), also a great 
traveller, opposed his theories root and branch. Ratzel was 
more interested in implements than in ideas, and he argued 
that since most people are not inventive, these must have been 
invented by individuals in a few places and spread over the 
world by migration. He looked therefore for similarities be- 
tween objects found in places far apart, but he did not seek for 
further evidence of the migration by which they were supposed 
to have spread over the world. His theory is called diffusionism. 


1 See pp. 28-35. 
2 Lord Monboddo, quoted by D. G. MacRae, Ideology and Society, 1961, 
p- 140. 
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It was developed further by his more sophisticated pupil 
Frobenius (1873-1988), who held that ‘culture-complexes’— 
combinations of objects and items of behaviour—must have 
been diffused as wholes, since there was no other reason why 
the items should be found in association. He made it his busi- 
ness to trace the path of their diffusion. This approach to the 
history of civilization reached its reductio ad absurdum with 
the theory that all the basic inventions were made in one 
place, namely Egypt. 

As we in this century see symbolism more and more as the 
reflection of universal human experience, at any rate when 
considering mythology and religious beliefs, we are likely to 
range ourselves with Bastian against the diffusionists. Not 
much need really be said about the war of the diffusionists and 
evolutionists, but it must be mentioned because the writers to 
whom contemporary social anthropology owes most were still 
caught up in it. No one today would argue either that all 
social institutions, techniques and myths were spread through 
the world by diffusion, or that every society has independently 
evolved every aspect of its own culture. The whole discussion 
now seems rather unreal, ignoring as it does the obvious fact 
that the imitation of tools and techniques is something very 
different from the ‘taking over’ of institutions or myths. In 
fact most of the writers whose work has lived have recognized 
that the history of society must have been a mixture of 
independent development and the effects of external influences. 
Most of them, also, have been evolutionists in the sense that 
they have been more interested in the development of institu- 
tions than in the question of their geographical spread. 


Theories of evolution 


The most famous of the early evolutionists was the American 
Lewis H. Morgan (1818-81). He was a member of a student 
society which purported to imitate the rituals of the Iroquois, 
and this inspired him to spend some time living among the 
Iroquois and find out what their society was really like. In 
1851 he published The League of the Iroquois, the first descrip- 
tion of a political system based on the relations between 
autonomous lineages, like those later analysed by Evans- 
Pritchard and others. 

In the process of learning the language of the Iroquois 
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Morgan discovered that the names they used to describe kin 
relationships—father, brother, &c.—were applied to a much 
wider range of people than they are in English. His method of 
explaining the usages by looking at them all from the point of 
view of one individual, whom he called Ego, has become the 
standard anthropological technique. He was surprised to find 
that several other Indian tribes had a system of terminology 
identical with that of the Iroquois, though their languages 
were quite different. He was so much impressed by this that 
he started collecting lists of kinship terms from all over the 
world, and in 1871 he published, in Systems of Consanguinity 
and Affinity, an account of these with a theory explaining 
them. The extension outside the individual family of the words 
for parents seemed to him to indicate a confusion about who 
people’s parents were; and as there was clearly no such con- 
fusion among the Iroquois, he supposed the terminology must 
have been carried over from an earlier state of things when 
there was. This led him to postulate a series of stages in the 
development of the family from complete promiscuity to 
monogamous marriage. 

Meanwhile other writers were seeking evidence for earlier 
stages of society in the Greek and Latin, and, in one important 
case, the Indian classics. Bachofen (1815-87), a Swiss jurist, 
first brought to notice the existence of societies which trace 
descent through women. He supposed that they consisted of 
people who did not recognize male parenthood. On a combina- 
tion of mythology and the examples in Herodotus he built a 
picture of a ‘matriarchal’ society which was a sort of mirror- 
image of what we are used to; women exercised authority, the 
left hand was superior to the right, the moon to the sun, female 
deities were worshipped, and so on.’ He argued that patri- 
archal Roman society must have been established as the result 
of a male revolt against this. 

J. F. McLennan (1827-81) believed that apparently anoma- 
lous usages could be explained as symbolic representations of 
actions that had really been performed at earlier stages of 
social development. In his Studies in Ancient History he 
observed that marriage customs often involved a mock capture 
of the bride, although she and her family had agreed to the 
marriage. He concluded that at one time men must in fact have 

1 Das Mutterrecht, 1864. 
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seized their wives by force. Why, he asked? Because they were 
not allowed to marry within their own tribe (to him a tribe 
was a roaming band of about a thousand people, like the’ 
American Indian tribes) and were at war with all outsiders. 
McLennan gave us the words exogamy and endogamy for 
marrying outside, and inside, a defined group. 

Henry Sumner Maine (1822-88), a jurist who was a member 
of the Viceroy’s council in India, was struck by the similarities 
between the recorded laws of ancient Rome and ancient India 
(and later of ancient Ireland). All these were patrilineal 
societies. This inclined him to think that patriliny was the 
original rule of descent, but he was primarily interested in the 
development of legal rules from a starting point within recorded 
history. His central theme is the change from societies based 
on status, where an individual’s rights and obligations are 
given in virtue of his status, and particularly his status in the 
descent group, and one based on contract, in which he 
deliberately enters into new relationships for specific purposes. 
His most famous book is Ancient Law. We owe to him the 
terms taken from Roman law: agnation for the recognition of 
relationship by descent through males, and cognation for the 
recognition of relationship between all descendants of one 
father and mother. 

Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) is often described as the 
. father of British anthropology, though some of us might prefer 
to trace our paternity to Maine or even Morgan. Tylor’s in- 
fluence at the present day is stronger among American than 
among British anthropologists. He was greatly interested in 
religion, which he sought to define as broadly as possible, in 
opposition to those who supposed that religion must be con- 
cerned with gods conceived as separate from and superior to 
humanity, or must involve a particular emotional attitude 
towards its object, or required that a system of beliefs should 
have some other feature in common with the world religions 
before it was entitled to be put in the same category with them. 
Tylor offered as a ‘minimum definition’ of religion ‘the belief 
in Spiritual Beings’. This he expected would be found every- 
where, and his expectation was justified. The experience of 
dreaming, he argued, led people to suppose that they them- 


} These words, as also the words polygamy and monogamy, refer to rules 
about marriage, not to actual marriages. See pp. 75-85. 
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selves had some non-corporeal part which could be separated 
from their bodies; while the belief that spirits inhabited 
inanimate objects was, he thought, an expression of the child’s 
tendency to personify all the objects around him. Like all his 
contemporaries Tylor thought of humanity in the mass as 
growing through the ages from childhood to maturity, and of 
primitive peoples as being still in the stage of childhood. 

Tylor also sought to make anthropology scientific by the use 
of what he called ‘social arithmetic’, or the tabulation of 
customs in order to see how they were correlated. Thus he 
might be regarded as the founder of the ‘comparative method’,! 
though he did not use this term. In discussing the question 
whether patriliny or matriliny came earlier, he remarked that 
in matrilineal societies authority was not exercised by women, 
and therefore he rejected the terms ‘matriarchal’ and ‘patri- 
archal’. He noted that in the simple societies it was very 
common for the children of a brother and a sister to marry, 
and gave us the term cross-cousin marriage to describe such 
unions.” In the context of exogamy he made some observations 
which anticipate by some sixty years recent discussions on the 
feud and the circumstances which keep it within bounds, as 
well as one of the basic generalizations of Fortes’ and Evans- 
Pritchard’s introduction to African Political Systems (1940). 
Exogamy, he said, ‘cements .. . uncultured populations . . 
into nations capable of living together in peace ... till they 
reach the period of higher military and political organization’; 
and ‘By binding together a whole community with ties of 
kinship and affinity, and especially by the peacemaking of the 
women who hold to one clan as sisters and to another as wives, 
it tends to keep down feuds and to heal them when they arise, 
so as at critical moments to hold together a tribe which under 
endogamous conditions would have split up’.® 

Tylor introduced into anthropology the term ‘survival’, 
though the notion that social usages could be adequately ex- 
plained as survivals from earlier stages of society was implicit 
in the theories of Morgan and McLennan. He defined survivals 
as ‘processes, customs, opinions and so forth, which have been 
carried on by force of habit into a new state of society different 


1 See pp. 42-46. 
2 See pp. 79-80. 
3 Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1889, p. 268. 
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from that in which they had their original home, and they thus 
remain as proofs and examples of an older condition of culture 
out of which a newer has been evolved’.t By defining the sub- ' 
ject matter of anthropological study as ‘culture’ Tylor became 
the founder of a whole school. 

Robertson-Smith (1846-94) was one of the scholars who in 
the nineteenth century began to interpret the Old Testament 
in its historical context. He also travelled widely in Arabia 
and so was able to reinforce his theories from observation of 
contemporary Arab society. His best-known work, The Reli- 
gion of the Semites (1889), makes the point that in ‘traditional’ 
religions—those not purporting to have been founded as the 
result of a revelation—ritual is much more important than 
dogma. There is an obligation to participate in rites, but people 
are not called upon to express adherence to specific beliefs. 
Robertson-Smith saw religion as an extension of the social 
field to include divine beings, relations with whom were 
patterned on those between living men. Accordingly he saw 
the essence of sacrifice in the feast shared by the worshippers 
with their god. 

J. G. Frazer (1854-1941) first made the general public 
aware of anthropology. His Golden Bough is still the most 
widely read book on the subject. Frazer’s interests were largely 
confined to the field of religion. Within that field he assembled 
a vast mass of data illustrating different themes of myth or 
ritual, which he found first in the Greek and Latin authors, 
and then came to see as characteristic of the religions of simple 
societies all over the world. He showed how universal was the 
concern of religion with the fertility of men, their herds and 
their land; and his theory of ‘sympathetic magic’ drew atten- 
tion to the symbolism whereby magical rites imitate the effect 
they are intended to produce. He interpreted this as the result 
of a mistaken process of reasoning to which he gave the name 
of ‘bastard science’; such an explanation is no longer found 
convincing, but in recent years Lévi-Strauss in France has 
revived our interest in the kind of classification by analogy 
that Frazer was describing. 

Around the turn of the century the line of descent of anthro- 
pology in Britain began to diverge from that in America. The 
great figure in the immediate past of America is that of Franz 

1 Primitive Culture, 5th ed. 1918, Vol. i, p.16. 
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Boas (1858-1942), who was trained in the natural sciences, 
and turned to the study of human society after an expedition 
to the Eskimo country which was primarily geographical in 
intention. Boas’ scientific training caused him to look very 
sceptically at current theories of the evolution of society or the 
diffusion of culture. He would have none of their conjectures, 
but he was still interested in discovering how particular cul- 
tures grew up rather than how living men organized life in 
society. He was one of the last scholars to do valuable work in 
all the different branches of anthropology. 


The French sociologists and their influence 


In France, meantime, there was growing up a school of 
sociology which profoundly influenced the leading British 
anthropologists of the early twentieth century, and caused 
them to direct their interest wholly to the study of con- 
temporary societies, neglecting archaeology and_ physical 
anthropology, which up to that time had been thought of as 
integral parts of our subject. The French scholars were led by 
Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) and published much of their 
important work in a periodical, L’ Année Sociologique, which 
they founded in 1898 as a vehicle for their point of view. 
Durkheim followed the British sociologist Herbert Spencer 
in asserting that there was a specifically social aspect of 
reality which could not be reduced to the behaviour of in- 
dividual organisms. Social facts, he said, were to be studied as 
‘things’, with an existence independent of the consciousness of 
the individual people who make up society (Régles de la 
Méthode Soctologique, 1895). The social facts are rules of 
behaviour, norms,! standards of value, expectations that 
society has of its members.” As far as any particular person is 
concerned, they are given. He finds himself in a world where 
there are certain rules, and where he will suffer if he breaks 
them. Of course people do sometimes break rules, either on 
calculation or on impulse. This can be called, if you like, ex- 
pressing their individuality. But the rules themselves do 
not express anyone’s individuality, and social behaviour—the 


1 We owe this word, as a part of our technical vocabulary, to Durkheim. 

2 It should be noted that a social norm is different from a statistical norm. A 
social norm is what people think ought to happen: a statistical norm is what 
usually happens. 
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behaviour that is thought appropriate to particular people in 
particular circumstances—is a response to complex pressures 
and not the expression of a kind of personality. This is the’ 
principle of social analysis that laymen find hardest to grasp, 
but it is fundamental. 

Much of Durkheim’s work was concerned with industrialized 
Europe, but he applied himself also to some of the problems of 
the simpler societies. In De la Division du Travail Social (1893) 
he contrasted the type of solidarity to be found in societies 
with a simple and a complex division of labour. In the former, 
he said, solidarity (a word which is difficult to define, but which 
indicates the way a society is held together) is mechanical. 
That is to say, it is held together by the association of like 
units. He gave as an example the rings of the earthworm. An 
earthworm lives as one organism, but if you cut it in half the 
two halves go on living as two earthworms; they are not 
organically interdependent. Where the division of labour is 
complex, solidarity is organic; you cannot cut up the society 
into independent parts; you cannot even picture how this 
could be done. The solidarity of such a society is the product 
of the links between complementary units. The solidarity of 
brothers is mechanical, that of husband and wife organic. 
Brothers have like interests in their common patrimony and 
should join in defending their rights; but brothers who have 
grown up together can separate and form independent house- 
holds; indeed they usually do. But one cannot conceive a 
household apart from the co-operation of husband and wife. 

In his Formes Elémentaires de la Vie Religieuse (1912) Durk- 
heim used the results of field studies of the Australian abori- 
gines. Following Robertson-Smith’s emphasis on the im- 
portance of ritual, he argued that ritual reflects the order of 
society, and indeed that the god who is worshipped is in fact 
society—a personification of the rules of conduct and values 
that the society most cherishes. Periodic rituals bring its mem- 
bers together in a highly charged emotional atmosphere, and 
thus impress upon them their interdependence and the im- 
portance of keeping the rules which maintain it. Although 
most anthropologists today would say that this approach does 
not exhaust the study of religion, it drew attention to an 
aspect of it that had been neglected until then; and every 
field-worker now must look out for those aspects of religious 
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ritual—and they are many—that do symbolize social relation- 
ships. 

Those of Durkheim’s contemporaries who are most read by 
students of social anthropology are Marcel Mauss (on the ex- 
change of gifts and the principle of social relationships that we 
now call reciprocity) and Van Gennep (on various types of 
ritual). Their successor in the present generation, Lévi-Strauss, 
has developed the idea of reciprocity as the fundamental 
principle of social structure, which Malinowski had demon- 
strated from his work in the Trobriand Islands. 

The work of the French sociologists influenced the two 
leading British anthropologists of the twentieth century, 
Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, whose theories are so much 
a part of the body of thought of contemporary anthropology 
that they are better dealt with in the context of current 
problems. Malinowski’s theories relied more on psychology 
than Durkheim’s, but Radcliffe-Brown, for whom the concept 
of social structure was central, followed very closely in Durk- 
heim’s footsteps. 

As social anthropologists have cast their nets wider, have 
studied societies of larger scale and have sought to draw com- 
parisons between the non-industrialized societies of today and 
those of which there is historical record, they have sought 
inspiration in the work of writers who treat historical data 
from a sociological point of view. Chief among these is Max 
Weber (1864-1920), whose work on different types of political 
system has suggested many interesting problems to people 
studying societies with well-developed institutions of govern- 
ment. 


Field studies 


The idea that anthropologists should go out and find their 
own data instead of relying on what travellers could tell them 
became current at the end of the last century. Boas’ work 
among the Eskimo was done in 1883-4; from 1897 to 1902 he 
was in charge of the Jesup North Pacific expedition, which 
aimed at establishing the relationship between the aboriginal 
peoples of North-Eastern Asia and North America. Con- 
temporary with this was the Torres Straits and New Guinea 
expedition of 1898, in which six British scientists, each 
an expert in a different field (but none initially trained in 
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anthropology) took part. The anthropological work was done 
by A. C. Haddon, C. G. Seligman and W. H. R. Rivers, and all 
three went on to do independent fieldwork, Haddon and 
Seligman in Papua, Seligman later in Ceylon and in the 
Southern Sudan, Rivers among the Todas in Ceylon. In all 
these expeditions the anthropologists worked mainly by ques- 
tioning informants, sometimes through the medium of inter- 
preters. But when they knew the local language they did write 
down verbatim what their informants said: Boas in particular 
insisted on the importance of these ‘vernacular texts’. 

Rivers was the last British field anthropologist to interpret 
usages that he actually observed as survivals of an earlier 
stage of society; he built up out of such interpretations a theory 
that Melanesian society consisted of a mixture of indigenous 
and invading cultures. The Royal Society awarded him a gold 
medal for his History of Melanesian Society published in 1914. 
This is worth bearing in mind by anyone who thinks that 
Malinowski, when he published his Argonauts of the Western 
Pacific in 1922, over-emphasized the importance of looking at 
customs in their contemporary context. 

Nevertheless we owe to Rivers a number of concepts that 
are still fundamental in the analysis of kinship. He first gave 
a technical meaning to descent as membership of the social 
group of either the mother or the father, and distinguished 
succession as the transmission of rank or office from inheritance 
as the transmission of property. Rivers held that the rules of 
marriage were the determinants of differences between kinship 
systems. It was Mrs. Seligman who in 1922 pointed out that 
the most important distinguishing factor was the rule of 
descent itself. 

The next big advance in fieldwork was Malinowski’s expedi- 
tion to the Trobriand Islands. There was an element of chance 
in this. Malinowski, as an Austrian subject, was liable to 
internment in the First World War, but he was allowed as an 
alternative to stay in the Trobriands. This long stay in one 
little island enabled him to see the actual processes of Tro- 
briand social life, the differences between professed norms and 
usual behaviour, the kind of social pressures brought to bear 
on offenders, as well as making an exhaustive analysis of the 


1 ‘Asymmetry in Descent’, in Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
Vol. 58, 1928. 
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language. Every anthropologist now is expected to spend at 
least a year in the society he is studying, preferably two with 
an interval between to collect himself and find what questions 
he has forgotten to ask. Few have been able to rival the 
standard of thoroughness set by Malinowski, whose data can 
be used by students today to answer questions that he himself 
had not thought of. 

The development of knowledge in any field proceeds by the 
questioning of what is taken for granted at any one time. That 
is why laymen often find it easier to disregard the knowledge 
of specialists because ‘they don’t agree’ than to ask what they 
are disagreeing about or how much common ground they have. 
But students seeking knowledge sometimes fall into the oppo- 
site error of thinking that there must somewhere be one right 
answer to all the disputed questions. A few of the controversies 
described in this chapter have been settled by showing that 
some assumption was contrary to observed fact. But in the 
main rival theories express different ways of looking at facts. 
Experience may show that one way is more fruitful than 
others, but none claims to have attained finality. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


Few histories of anthropology confine themselves to social anthro- 
pology and few are up to date. One might mention, however, 
A. Kardiner and E. Preble, They Studied Man (1962), which in- 
cludes essays on Spencer, Tylor, Frazer, Durkheim, and Malin- 
owski, and H. R. Hays, From Ape to Angel (1958), which contains 
popular biographies of British and American, anthropologists. 

Most general books on social anthropology begin with a survey 
of the development of the subject, and it is useful to see how 
different anthropologists of today evaluate their predecessors. 
Books worth looking at from this point of view are EK. E. Evans- 
Pritchard, Social Anthropology (1951), D. F. Pocock, Social Anthro- 
pology (1961), J. H. M. Beattie, Other Cultures (1964), and R. G. 
Lienhardt, Social Anthropology (1964). The essay by D. G. MacRae, 
‘Race and Sociology in History and Theory’ in Man, Race and 
Darwin (1960), gives much interesting information about the early 
evolutionists. The same author’s Ideology and Society (1961) con- 
tains two essays, ‘Darwinism and the Social Sciences’ and ‘Social 
Evolution before and after Darwin’, which treat the work of nine- 
teenth- and early twentieth-century anthropologists. 

Malinowski’s theories are discussed from every angle in R. W. 
Firth ed., Man and Culture (1957). Radcliffe-Brown’s work has not 
yet given rise to a memorial volume. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


SOME MATTERS OF CURRENT 
DISCUSSION 


The concept of function 


A good many anthropologists in Britain, and some in America, 
describe the kind of studies of society that they make as 
‘functional’, and the theory that guides them as ‘functional- 
ism’. A number of different meanings have been given to the 
word ‘function’. 

In everyday language we speak of a machine, and some- 
times of a person, ‘functioning’ if it, or he, ‘works’, does 
adequately what is expected of it, or him; and the noun ‘func- 
tion’ means, among other things, a kind of activity that is 
appropriate to the agency performing it, a meaning that im- 
plies that we know what machines or social arrangements are 
for. 

We generally conceive of a machine or a living organism as 
consisting of interrelated parts, each of which must function 
properly if the machine is to keep running or the organism to 
keep alive, and most of the writers who have made ‘function’ a 
key-word in discussions of society have had this analogy in 
mind. None of them invites his readers to picture society as a 
machine (though people often write about ‘social mechanisms’), 
but most of them compare it to a living organism. Some push 
the metaphor further than others. 

Herbert Spencer, the first British sociologist (1820-1903), 
was the first to use ‘function’ as a technical term for the 
analysis of society. He saw close parallels between human 
societies and biological organisms, both in the way they might 
be supposed to have evolved and in the way they kept them- 


1 The word ‘function’ is also used in a mathematical sense: to say that a is a 
function of y means that the relation between a and y is constant, so that when 
y changes a changes. This metaphor has occasionally been used by social 
anthropologists, but it is not what most of them intend to convey by the word. 
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selves in being. Their existence, he argued, is maintained by 
the ‘functional dependence of parts’. In a society, as in an 
organism, there is ‘a perpetual removal and replacement of 
parts joined with a continued integrity of the whole’. In this 
comparison the individual members of the society correspond 
to the cells of the organism.? This is more than a metaphor; 
Spencer believed that the laws of biology should be equally 
applicable to aggregations of cells and aggregations of in- 
dividuals. Societies, he believed, developed through the differ- 
entiation of functions as biological organisms had been shown 
to do. He not only described the functions of different members 
of a human society as ‘duties’, but used this word of the func- 
tions even of cells in organisms showing the very minimum of 
differentiation. When he began to draw analogies between the 
differentiation of function in evolving organisms and in evolv- 
ing societies, he remarked that an organ increased in bulk as a 
result of ‘actively discharging the duties which the body at 
large requires of it’; and here the social counterpart of the 
biological organ was ‘any class of labourers or artisans, any 
manufacturing centre, or any official agency’. Railways in his 
picture of society corresponded to veins and arteries: profits 
to the excess of nutrition over waste which makes growth 
possible. By using for both biological and social functions a 
word—‘duty’—which is really applicable only to social rela- 
tionships, Spencer evaded some of the problems connected 
with the concept of function that later writers have had to 
wrestle with. 

It will be seen that the writers who have sought to attri- 
bute functions to different parts of a social system (to use 
the broadest possible term) have been far from unanimous 
in their choice of analogies. To make an analogy of our own, 
we might say that each has dissected society in a different 
way. 

Whereas Spencer drew his comparisons from the lowest 
forms of life, later writers made theirs with organs of the 
human body. Thus Durkheim (1858-1917) when he elaborated 

1‘The Social Organism’, in Essays Scientific, Political, and Speculative, 
1884, Vol. I, pp. 1396 ff. The essay was written in 1860. 

2 Readers of literary bent may be interested to note that Marcel Proust in 
his great novel, when writing of the 1914-18 war, pictures the opposing nations 


in terms very similar to these, though his biographers do not mention Spencer 
among the writers who influenced him. 
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his principles of sociological method,? said that to explain a 
social phenomenon one must seek both the cause that produced 
it and ‘the function that it fulfilled’. He preferred the idea of 
function to that of ‘end’ or ‘aim’ because, as he remarked, 
social phenomena do not owe their existence to the results that 
they produce. We should look for the relation between the 
phenomenon we are considering and ‘the general needs of the 
social organism’. Whether it was created intentionally or not 
is not important. Durkheim adds, however, that even though 
social phenomena do not come into being because they are use- 
ful, they would not continue to exist unless they were useful 
in some way. Useless social arrangements (a non-technical 
word may make the meaning clearer) are harmful by the mere 
fact of being useless; society is burdened with them without 
getting any good from them. Therefore, we should ask how the 
phenomena that together constitute social life combine to pro- 
duce harmony within the society and a satisfactory adaptation 
to the environment. Examples of social phenomena given in 
this context are the punishment of crime and the division of 
labour. Durkheim was primarily interested in the maintenance 
of order, and since most people would agree that order is 
essential to any arrangement of persons which can be called a 
society, one could say that his idea of function did not beg 
many questions. 

Of the social anthropologists who drew inspiration from 
Durkheim, Malinowski developed the conception of function 
to its greatest elaboration, and even (partly in joke) gave to 
himself and his pupils the title of ‘the Functional School’. His 
starting-point is contained in Durkheim’s argument sum- 
marized above. Useless and meaningless customs just do not 
continue to exist; therefore a student of society, when he is 
confronted with a way of doing things that seems peculiar at 
first sight, should ask what it does for the people who practise 
it. This advice is obviously of even greater value to anthro- 
pologists working in societies very different from their own 
than it was to Durkheim’s readers, who were only being urged 
to ask new questions about the world of their own experience. 

Malinowski found his answers in the relation of social 
organization to biological needs. Man, he argued, cannot sur- 
vive without food and shelter; the species cannot survive unless 

1 Régles de la Méthode Sociologique, 1895. 
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it reproduces its kind. In this respect man resembles other 
animals, but he differs from most of them in that he meets 
these essential needs indirectly through co-operation with his 
fellows in an organized society; and because he is endowed 
with speech and conceptual thought, he is able to pass on 
experience so that every society has an accumulated heritage 
of knowledge, values and rules of conduct which is further 
developed in every generation. In the possession of this heritage 
man differs even from the social animals, who do co-operate to 
meet their basic needs. It is this, indeed, that has enabled him 
to evolve the roundabout ways of procuring the economic 
necessities of life, and regulating sex relations and procreation, 
that we find in every human society. But these roundabout 
ways necessitate obedience to rules and restrictions, in contrast 
to a simple response to instinctive drives. Therefore soctety— 
no longer merely the individual or the species—has further 
needs. It needs arrangements for the transmission of its heri- 
tage of knowledge and moral values, that is some system of 
education. It needs, also, some source of confidence in the 
rightness of its rules and the worthwhileness of its continued 
existence; this it derives from religion. 

This scheme of needs has been criticized on the ground that 
it confuses the needs of an individual organism, which cannot 
survive without food, or a species, which cannot survive with- 
out reproduction, and those of a society, which can survive— 
that is continue to exist—even if large numbers of its members 
die of hunger in famines or for some other reason do not pro- 
duce offspring. Malinowski’s most elaborate scheme included 
other biological needs for which human society makes pro- 
vision; for example shelter, warmth, freedom of movement. 
But his actual discussion of the relation of social institutions 
to biological needs was pretty well confined to those concerned 
with subsistence and those concerned with marriage and the 
family; quite rightly, since these occupy the greater part of the 
life of the simpler societies. 

K. R. Leach,! a contemporary Cambridge anthropologist, 
has contrasted Malinowski’s use of the idea of needs with 
Durkheim’s. Whereas Malinowski sought to relate social 
arrangements to biological needs, what Durkheim did was to 


1 ‘The Epistemological Background to Malinowski’s Empiricism’, in R. W. 
Firth ed., Man and Culture, 1957, p. 123 n. 
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draw the same analogy as Spencer between the biological func- 
tion of a biological organ and the social function of a form of 
regularly recurring social behaviour (what he called a ‘social 
fact’). So far from seeking to interpret social behaviour as a re- 
sponse to biological needs, Durkheim insisted, as was indicated 
earlier, that social facts were sui generis.1 ‘The social can be 
explained only by the social,’ he said; in other words, the 
explanation of social behaviour is not to be sought either in 
man’s biological constitution or, as is commoner among lay- 
men, in individual psychology. 

Radcliffe-Brown, drawing on Spencer, liked to elaborate the 
analogy between biological systems and social organisms. ‘The 
function of a recurrent physiological process’, he wrote, ‘is a 
correspondence between it and the necessary conditions of 
existence of the organism.’? In social life ‘the function of a 
recurrent activity, such as the punishment of a crime or a 
funeral ceremony, is the part it plays in the social life as a 
whole and therefore the contribution it makes to the main- 
tenance of the structural continuity.’ More specifically, he said 
‘the function of a particular social usage is the contribution it 
makes to the total social life as the functioning of the total 
social system.’ But he expressly insisted that ‘function’ should 
not be used to mean ‘aim’, ‘purpose’ or ‘meaning’,® and neither 
he nor the other writers quoted would have dreamed of equat- 
ing it with ‘duty’. One may note too that he confined his 
analogy to usages and did not bring in the objects which men 
make and use. Such a treatment assumes that the usage under 
discussion is good for the society in which it is found; and this 
assumption having been made, the next step is to explain 
what good it does. The proposition that every social usage has a 
function can then only too easily become the proposition that 
whatever is, is good, but this assumption is not made by social 
anthropologists today. 

Not much attention has been given to the question what 
kind of social usage we should consider when we are looking 
for functions; a social usage might be anything from blowing 
one’s nose with a handkerchief to the duty of avenging a slain 
kinsman. Malinowski’s scheme did designate institutions as the 


1 See p. 28. 
* Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952, p. 179. 
3 ibid., p. 200. 
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social arrangements that can be said to meet needs and there- 
fore have functions—and an institution was, for him, a com- 
plex of organized activities in which particular persons are 
expected to co-operate. Other writers have been concerned 
with rules of conduct, such as those which forbid marriage be- 
tween persons in certain relationships. Malinowski himself 
used the rule of exogamy (no intermarriage within a descent 
group) as an example. He said its function was to eliminate 
sexual rivalries from a group which is expected to co-operate; 
others might say with Tylor that its function was to create a 
network of alliances between different descent groups (which 
is certainly its effect). 

It is clear that the people who practise the usages examined 
by the anthropologist do not ascribe to them functions of this 
kind. They may say, for example, ‘We perform mortuary 
rituals so that the dead man’s spirit will go to the place of 
spirits and not come back to trouble us’; but they certainly 
would not say with Malinowski that they perform mortuary 
rituals to meet the need for reassurance in the face of death. 
This led Merton! to distinguish between ‘manifest functions’, 
as the conscious aims of people participating in some prescribed 
action, and ‘latent functions’ which are apparent only to the 
observer. 

It is indeed extremely difficult to use the metaphor of ‘func- 
tion’ without implying some notion of fitness for ends which 
itself implies some idea of purpose. But students of society do 
not explicitly endorse such ideas. Most of them would repudiate 
the notion of design in the universe, and all would agree that 
the institutions of the simpler societies have not been deliber- 
ately created by the members of these societies. One could 
then fall back on the Darwinian analogy, once so popular, with 
species which die out because they cannot hold their own in 
competition with others better adapted to their environment. 
But human societies differ from organisms less because, as 
Spencer and Radcliffe-Brown said, they persist while their 
members change, than because their members continue to 
reproduce the species while the society changes. We do not 
often see societies ‘going under in the struggle’; and in the rare 
cases where this has happened the reason is to be found not in 
the kind of inadequate adaptation to environment that would 

1R. K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, 2nd edn., 1957, p. 51. 


34 SOME MATTERS OF CURRENT DISCUSSION 


explain the extinction of a biological species, but much more 
crudely in the inadequacy of weapons of defence. 

Moreover, though the exaggeration of functionalist theory 
can lead to the absurdity of assuming that what the field- 
worker sees is a system so perfectly balanced that any change 
must be for the worse, it is certain that it is preferable to begin 
by looking for ‘function’ or ‘meaning’ in social usages rather 
than assume, as earlier anthropologists did, that, if they are 
hard to understand, they must be anachronisms that have lost 
their meaning—‘survivals’ from earlier states of society. Most 
of the customs that used to be explained as survivals have 
proved to have adequate functional explanations; and any 
fieldworker, however much he may try to exclude from his 
own interpretations such notions as ‘purpose’ or ‘meaning’, 
will hardly be able to avoid feeling that they are implicit in 
the attitudes of the people among whom he is working. We 
should not deny the possibility that certain customs—particu- 
larly perhaps rituals—have survived into the present without 
retaining much meaning, or with their meaning greatly 
changed; and what is perhaps even more important is that we 
should recognize social anachronisms in periods of rapid 
change, such as all societies are experiencing at the present 
day. But the ideas of survival and anachronism must be used 
circumspectly, and not as a tool for the invention of imaginary 
histories. 

It may seem that the concept of function has been given 
too many different meanings to be really very useful, and 
certainly it is possible to get on quite well without ever using 
the word. But the attitude towards the study of society which 
gave it currency is fundamental to modern social anthropology, 
and that is why many anthropologists who have given up 
trying to find functions for particular usages still describe their 
kind of study as functionalism. The assumption they make is 
that what one is looking for in social behaviour is a system, or 
systems, of interrelated activities which have, as Radcliffe- 
Brown put it, ‘a certain kind of unity which we may speak of as 
functional unity’; that what one is primarily interested in is 
how this system works rather than how it came to be what it 
is; and that for this kind of study one must see at first hand 
what actually goes on, not merely ask questions to elicit 
general statements about what ought to happen. As Fortes 
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pointed out in his inaugural lecture as William Wyse Professor 
of Social Anthropology at Cambridge, one can see this unity 
only by living in the society and observing its parts ‘working 
together contemporaneously’.1 For another contemporary, 
Gellner,? the essence of a functional study is that the usages 
we are looking at should not be divorced from their context. 
The question then arises, how wide is the context? For 
Malinowski the context of any one custom extended all through 
the society in which it was found (and there was really no 
reason why it should not extend through the whole world). 
This insistence on the inter-connections of the facts we were 
discussing was what made his teaching so intensely stimulat- 
ing. But as a guide to the fieldworker it was a counsel of per- 
fection, and it becomes more unattainable, not less, as field- 
work methods become more intensive. The fieldworker just 
has to judge for himself how much context is relevant; there 
will be critics to take him up if he judges badly. What people 
mean by a functional study today is selecting a particular 
problem for intensive examination and looking at it in the 
context of a wider whole, the structure of which must be 
understood in its essentials. 


Anthropology: science or history 


Much has been written about the relation of history to 
anthropology. This has been the subject of a good deal of 
controversy, but the question about which people have dis- 
puted has not remained constant; contrasts and comparisons 
between the two studies have implied very different arguments 
at different times. 

What is anthropology if it is not history? A science, some 
have replied. Should it be a science? Can it be? Should it try to 
be? Is the subject-matter of anthropology capable of being 
treated by the methods of science? 

Another set of questions is asked about the use of history 
to anthropology, and here history can mean a number of 
different things—what any particular anthropologist can find 
out about the past of the peoples he studies, what anthro- 
pologists can learn from the writings of historians about social 


1 Social Anthropology at Cambridge since 1900, 1953, p. 25. 
2 ‘Concepts and Society’, Transactions of the Fifth World Congress of Soci- 
ology, 1962, pp. 155-8. 
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institutions that are now out of reach of first-hand study, 
whether the methods of historical research can be used in 
societies that have no written records (or for periods of their 
history when they had no written records). 

Spencer, writing in 1873, said: ‘What Biography is to 
Anthropology, History is to Sociology.’! F. W. Maitland wrote 
in 1899, ‘Anthropology must choose between being history and 
being nothing,’? a dictum that was repeated in 1933 by Michael 
Oakeshott. Maitland was concerned specifically with supposed 
successions of stages in human society. 

Spencer’s contrast is clearly between narratives of particular 
events and the search for generalizations, applicable to races 
in the case of anthropology and to societies in the case of 
sociology. In each case he was interested in trying to establish 
laws of evolution, and when he wrote of anthropology he was 
thinking of what is now called physical anthropology. His 
view of the relation between history and sociology, however, 
has its place as the forerunner of later discussions in which 
social anthropologists have been the protagonists. 

Spencer’s claim that sociology was a science, capable of 
formulating laws stating the general characteristics of societies 
at different stages of evolution, was disputed by historians and 
others who supposed that any reference to laws must imply 
some theory of predestination, but predestination without 
God. In his day historians were readier than they are now 
explicitly to ascribe the good fortune of their own countries to 
divine intervention, and to explain historical events by the 
personal influence of a few great men. But many people still 
feel distaste for the idea of referring to human relationships in 
terms of laws, because they think this implies a denial of 
freedom of choice and therefore of moral responsibility. This 
has led some writers to argue that we ought not to try to 
establish laws, while others are saying that although, if we did 
establish laws, we could claim the status of a science, in fact 
we cannot do so. 

Spencer answered the arguments of his critics by pointing 
out that the ‘laws’ of the physical sciences do not assert that 
any event must happen at a given moment; they say that if 
certain circumstances are combined, something will happen. It 


1 The Study of Society, 9th edn., 1900, p. 57. 
2 Selected Essays, 1986, p. 49. 
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may be that people accustomed to the popular sense of the 
word ‘predict’ have been misled by references to the ‘predic- 
tive power’ of science, which means no more than what has 
been stated in the preceding sentence. It may be, too, that the 
nineteenth-century interest in evolution, which is a process in 
time and so in a sense a sequence of events, led anti-evolu- 
tionists to suppose they were being told (as indeed Karl Marx 
was telling them) that the lines of their future history had 
already been laid down. 

The social evolutionists of the later nineteenth century 
conceived themselves to be following Darwin’s example in 
asserting that human society had passed through the same 
succession of stages in every part of the world. But what they 
actually did differed from what Darwin had done in two im- 
portant ways. To begin with, the process of biological evolu- 
tion as Darwin described it was not a series of changes through 
which a single species passed; he described the way in which 
new species became differentiated from their parent stock. 
Secondly, when they said they had discovered ‘laws’ of social 
evolution they were using the word in a different sense from 
that in which a natural scientist would use it. Because the 
human mind is essentially the same everywhere, they argued 
(and most scientists would agree with them on this point), 
society must have evolved everywhere in the same way; that 
is, passed through the same stages. The succession of these 
stages was what they called a law of social evolution. 

But although Darwin was able to show what had in fact been 
the process of biological evolution, he never claimed to have 
established a law which made it inevitable that species should 
be differentiated precisely as they in fact are. On the contrary, 
his theory was that species which come into being by chance 
perpetuate themselves if they prove to be better adapted than 
their rivals to the environment in which they find themselves. 
This is usually called the ‘theory’, not the ‘law’, of natural 
selection. It is an explanatory principle of very wide range: if 
it were called a ‘law’, it would still make no claim to predict 
when a mutation would give rise to a new species and what the 
new species would be. Criticism is usually levelled at the 
nineteenth-century attempts to establish ‘laws’ on the ground 
that their ‘laws’ have proved to be false in the light of further 
research; but it might be even more pertinent to remark that 
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their exponents were not really following the scientific method 
that they had made their ideal. 

It is the business of philosophers to discuss the validity of 
different kinds of generalization. To some of them the model of 
the kind of generalization that deserves to be called a law is 
found in the physical sciences, and depends on exact measure- 
ment.! The simpler parts of the physical sciences are concerned 
with what ‘everyone knows’—for example that water will boil 
if you heat it. This is a valid generalization which rests on 
observation, but scientific measurement gives the exact temp- 
erature at which it will boil and the extent to which this will 
vary with altitude. This is prediction; but of course the water 
will not boil at all unless somebody lights a fire under it. 

As anthropologists seek to make their observations more 
exact, they have used statistical methods wherever they could, 
and in this way have been able to measure, in particular 
societies, the rate of divorce, or the proportion of people who 
do not in fact follow a rule of conduct that is supposed to be 
correct for everyone. But they have not yet established any 
generalizations about society as such that can be expressed in 
quantitative terms. Some think this is only a matter of time; 
others think they never will. 

Those anthropologists who would like to see their subject 
classed at any rate among the social sciences recognize that 
they have produced no quantitative generalizations and few, 
if any, predictive ones. Therefore they hesitate to claim the 
name of ‘laws’ for such generalizations as they have made, and 
say instead that they look for ‘regularities’ or ‘recurrences’ in 
social behaviour. ? 

In recent years it has also been argued that anthropologists 
should confine themselves to regularities, and eschew the 
attempt to find laws, because of the nature of the phenomena 
they study. The leading exponent of this view is Evans- 
Pritchard, who, starting from the fact that we have not yet 
established any propositions ‘even remotely resembling what 
are called laws in the natural sciences’, goes on to say that this 
is necessarily so because social systems are not ‘natural sys- 


+ e.g. Stephen Toulmin, The Philosophy of Science, 1953, pp. 50 ff. 

* This does not save them from being accused of ignoring the importance of 
human choice. See for example Hunter, The New Societies of Tropical Africa, 
1962, p. 382. 
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tems’; they are ‘moral, or symbolic, systems’. Therefore, says 
Evans-Pritchard, social anthropology ‘is less interested in 
process than in design’ and ‘seeks patterns and not laws, 
demonstrates consistency and not necessary relations between 
social activities, and interprets rather than explains’.! This 
approach to the subject, he maintained, resembles that of the 
historian rather than the scientist. 

Several of his colleagues quickly took up this challenge to 
the status of social anthropology as a science. Fortes remarked 
that the generalizations of social anthropology should hold 
good irrespective of time or place, whereas history aims at 
establishing particular sequences and combinations, and is 
essentially the study of particular times and places in the past. 
He reminded the audience at his inaugural lecture at Cam- 
bridge that historians themselves could not make much of 
their material unless they posited ‘general tendencies’ of some 
kind. To hold that we should approach our subject in the spirit 
of the scientist ‘does not imply a belief in mechanical deter- 
minism in human social life or a denigration of man’s intellec- 
tual and spiritual qualities. ...’ Social laws refer to ideally 
isolated features of social life and can be stated only in terms 
of probabilities. The combination of factors that will be present 
on any particular occasion can never be predicted. But he 
added: ‘The evidence we have is surely incompatible with an 
assumption of utter randomness in man’s cultural and social 
achievements, but this is what we should expect if there were 
total absence of law in their occurrence.’? 

Firth at about the same time questioned the possibility of 
making distinctions between the ‘laws’ of a natural and the 
‘regularities’ of a social system, particularly if it is agreed that 
both are ‘not invariable principles but statements of prob- 
ability’.? Beattie at Oxford suggests that we may distinguish 
systems of social relationships from idea systems and study 
them separately, but he does not offer this as a reason why 
different kinds of generalization should be appropriate in the 
two cases. When one is dealing with ideas as opposed to 

1 Social Anthropology, 1951, p. 62. In a later statement Evans-Pritchard 
suggests that what anthropologists mean by laws are determined sequences of 
development in time; these, however, would not be at all like the laws of the 
natural sciences. 


2 op. cit., pp. 30 ff. 
3 Man, LII, 1952, p. 38. 
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events, one looks for logical relations between them, and in this 
sense one can talk with Evans-Pritchard of ‘pattern’; but since 
ideas do not happen but ewist, the idea of regular recurrence 
would seem to be as inadequate in relation to them as the idea 
of law. In practice Evans-Pritchard himself, though he has 
made studies of the Nuer system of religious ideas and of 
Zande notions of witchcraft, has not confined himself to the 
field of ideas. 

Lévi-Strauss in Paris regards history and anthropology as 
cognate, but not because he would reject the name of science 
for anthropological studies. He argues, with the historians, 
that a knowledge of the past is essential for the understanding 
of any social phenomenon, and, with the anthropologists seek- 
ing for generalizations, that only by tracing, where we can, the 
history of a society can we determine what is in fact its per- 
manent structure—what it is that persists through the changes 
caused by such events as wars, migrations and religious 
schisms. He remarks, further, that historians and anthro- 
pologists alike deal with forms of society alien to those of their 
own experience, and that we need this examination of a wide 
range of social forms in order to discover what principles of 
social structure are really fundamental. 

The question whether an anthropologist should be interested 
in the past of the people he studies is connected with the 
functionalist approach through the argument that we are more 
interested in the way a social system works than in how it came 
to be what it is. There is here a confusion that has arisen 
because there are different kinds of historical data and different 
kinds of historical research. At the time when Malinowski first 
advanced his view—in the extreme form that the past is 
irrelevant to a functional study—anthropologists were making 
two kinds of historical reconstruction. One was known as 
‘conjectural history’; certain social usages which did not seem 
easy to understand were interpreted as relics of previous stages 
of society, on the analogy of the fossils which have enabled us 
to reconstruct the history of biological evolution. Malinowski 
insisted that no social usage was a mere fossil, and the search 
for interpretations in terms of contemporary significance, 
which he initiated, amply vindicated this argument. The 
second kind of reconstruction was the ethnological kind, con- 

* ‘Histoire et Ethnographie’, in Anthropologie Structurale, 1958, pp. 8-33. 
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cerned in tracing, largely by evidence from the distribution of 
material objects, the way different peoples have influenced one 
another’s culture. This kind of study uses sounder evidence 
than the first, but it is not evidence that can help to answer the 
questions that functionalists are answering. 

But where we can find in records of the past evidence that 
does bear on the development of the social systems that we are 
studying, it is absurd to say that we must disregard it; though 
once we begin working among peoples with a long recorded 
history, it would be equally absurd to accept the view in which 
the claims of history are popularly expressed, that the past as 
such must be known in order to understand the present. 
Obviously we must know what questions to ask of documents 
and of history books, as we must know what questions to ask 
of living informants. 

Evans-Pritchard set the example in tracing the development 
of political institutions among the Anuak1 by means of oral 
traditions of the way in which kings had succeeded one another, 
and at the same time Nadel was using written records in his 
study of the Nupe empire in Nigeria. The argument for the 
value of historical evidence, and for the study of history in 
general, for the anthropologist was put by Evans-Pritchard in 
a lecture given in 1961.° Here he says that historians as well as 
anthropologists ‘see the general in the particular’, and goes on 
to explain that it is to sociologically-oriented history that we 
should look, and that we ourselves should learn ‘to treat his- 
torical material sociologically’. We should do well to be more 
critical than we are when we do use documentary sources, and 
we must not ignore the traditions of their own past history 
that non-literate people preserve, but learn to weigh critically 
their value as evidence. We should realize that the simple 
societies did not remain wholly unchanged in the times before 
anthropologists could observe them; and we should learn to 
differentiate between history, myth, legend, anecdote and 
folklore. Evans-Pritchard also reminds us that the study of 
past epochs, when our own ancestors were organized in institu- 
tions closely resembling those of contemporary peoples who 
have not yet been industrialized, can be extremely useful in 


1 The Political System of the Anuak, 1940. 
2 4 Black Byzantium, 1942. 
3 ‘Anthropology and History’, in Essays in Social Anthropology, 1962. 
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our pursuit of comparisons and generalizations. He con- 
cludes by reversing Maitland’s dictum and saying: ‘History 
must choose between being social anthropology and being 
nothing.’} 

Firth has applied the historian’s methods to the stories told 
about their past by the people of Tikopia, checking them 
against other sources of evidence and, where this cannot be 
done, weighing their probability in the light of relevant 
general knowledge. He has not sought to classify these tales 
under the headings listed by Evans-Pritchard, but has brought 
together all those which the Tikopia regard as true and as 
‘having a significant bearing on their social structure and on 
the organization of their affairs’.? 


‘Comparative’ or ‘historical’ method 


Closely allied to the question whether anthropology should be 
classed as a science or as one of the humanities—for this is the 
essence of the discussion of its relation with history—is the 
question whether it should use ‘the comparative’ or ‘the his- 
torical’ method. Both these phrases can be interpreted in more 
than one way. What facts do people seek to compare? And 
what histories do they seek to recount? 

It is one of the paradoxes of our subject that the kind of 
research characteristic of the anthropologists of the nineteenth 
century has been called both ‘the comparative’ and ‘the his- 
torical’ method, and that writers who wished to dissociate 
themselves from it have also claimed both descriptions. 

Herbert Spencer’s work is sometimes said to have inau- 
gurated the comparative method, consisting in ‘the accumula- 
tion of customs and ideas gathered from many places and 
periods, to substantiate developmental schemes arrived at 
through speculation’.® 

Tylor sought to introduce greater rigour into the method by 
making statistical correlations. He examined the ‘adhesions’— 
as he called them—of certain variables which he took to be 
crucial. He tackled the question whether matriliny preceded 
or followed patriliny in this way. When he presented his new 


1 It could be argued that this implies comparative rather than historical 
study. 

* History and Traditions of Tikopia, 1961, p. 14. 

* A. Goldenweiser, ‘Cultural Anthropology’, in H. E. Barnes ed., The History 
and Prospects of the Social Sciences, 1925, p. 215. 
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method to the Royal Anthropological Institute,! he remarked 
that it was based on data from 350 societies ranging from the 
simplest to the most complex. His key variable was the 
principle of descent: he distinguished matriliny, patriliny and 
something which was neither, but which he assumed to be a 
transitional stage. The customs which he correlated with these 
were ‘marriage by capture’ and the couvade, the ‘farcical pro- 
ceeding’, as he called it, whereby a husband is required to 
imitate the processes of pregnancy and parturition and all the 
behaviour that is enjoined upon his wife for the sake of her 
child’s welfare. By working out the distribution of these 
customs he came to the conclusion that the ‘maternal’ system 
—the term which he substituted for ‘matriarchal’—preceded 
the ‘paternal’, to which it moved through an intermediate 
stage when the recognition of paternity was so new that it had 
to be ritually asserted. 

Clan exogamy,? he noted, was found at both ends of the 
process, though he might have been hard put to it to say what 
happened in the intermediate stage. Indeed this is the real 
weakness in the large conjectures of the nineteenth century 
about what ‘must have’ happened. When Tylor writes that 
exogamy ‘shifts its prohibitions from the female to the male 
line of descent, now allowing marriages which it treated 
formerly as incestuous, while prohibiting others which it 
formerly allowed without scruple’, anyone trained, as is a 
modern anthropologist, to picture what he reads of as the real- 
life activity of real people, will find this rather difficult to 
imagine. 

Among British anthropologists the comparative method is 
associated principally with Frazer, who, like Van Gennep, 
collected by means of questionnaires data showing the wide 
prevalence of certain ritual customs. Later anthropologists, 
engaged in the intensive study of particular societies, have 
criticized this kind of work because it tears the customs from 
their context; and Frazer was certainly too much inclined to 
assume that a composite picture could be built up out of 
separate items from different societies and then held to be 


1 ‘On a method of investigating the development of institutions; applied to 
laws of marriage and descent’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
1889, pp. 24-269. 

2 The rule that people must not marry members of their own clan. 
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typical of primitive society in general. This method is con- 
cerned wholly with resemblances andnot at all with differences 
or the reason for them; but it has not been unfruitful. Frazer 
did establish the universal concern of primitive religion with 
fertility: Van Gennep the universal tendency to surround with 
ritual the occasions when the social status of a person is 
changed. Both called attention to the very widespread occur- 
rence of certain kinds of symbolism, and this is a subject in 
which social anthropologists are becoming more and more 
interested. 

Van Gennep, however, regarded the comparative method, 
which he claimed to be practising, as something different from 
the work of scholars who sought to identify the stages in the 
development of society. The latter he called the historical 
method, and he opposed to it the search for regularities 
independent of time or place. He rather wickedly said of what 
he called the ‘history mania’ of the nineteenth century that its 
adherents were interested in the living only for the light they 
could throw on the dead.? 

Boas, dismissing just what Van Gennep dismissed, claimed 
to be rejecting the comparative method and adopting the his- 
torical method. Malinowski, starting from criticism of the 
‘conjectural history’ of the nineteenth century, ended by reject- 
ing the study of history as irrelevant for anthropologists. Boas 
was interested in the relative importance of diffusion and 
independent evolution in the development of culture, and held 
that the comparative method, concerned as it was at that time 
to establish a uniform line of evolution for all human societies, 
ignored historical facts that could be ascertained. Boas demon- 
strated from his own studies that some American Indian tribes 
had imitated their neighbours, and he held it to be the first 
task of anthropology to identify the sources of different ele- 
ments in the culture of the people studied. But Boas did not 
reject comparative studies because he thought they had been 
misused. He held that the task of reconstructing cultural his- 
tory must be undertaken first, but that a second task, which 
might be even more important, was to examine ‘the laws 
governing social life’ which would explain the appearance of 
similar social usages among peoples between whom no his- 
torical connection could be established. 

1 Le Folklore, 1924. 


SOME MATTERS OF CURRENT DISCUSSION 45 


Radcliffe-Brown devoted his Huxley lecture in 1951! to an 
illustration of the comparative method as Van Gennep would 
have understood it. He began by remarking that both the 
aborigines of New South Wales and the Haida Indians of 
British Columbia are divided into exogamous moieties which 
are called by the names of birds, that the pairs of bird species 
after which they are named are closely similar, and that very 
similar stories are told among both peoples about events that 
are supposed to have created hostility between these two 
species. Confronted with these resemblances, he says, a social 
anthropologist should not look for their explanation in the past 
history of the two peoples, but should see them as instances of 
general phenomena. One is totemism, or the association of 
human groups with animal species. Another is a kind of divi- 
sion of society into opposing groups, who have no material 
grounds for hostility but yet are expected to make a pretence 
of hostility, which he describes as ‘a means of integration 
through opposition’. ‘The comparative method,’ he adds, ‘is 
one by which we pass from the particular to the general’ so as 
to arrive at ‘characteristics which can be found in different 
forms in all human societies’. The task of social anthropology, 
which here he explicitly distinguishes from ethnology, is ‘to 
formulate and validate statements about the conditions of 
existence of social systems and the regularities that are obser- 
vable in social change’. This, he adds, ‘can only be done by the 
systematic use of the comparative method’. He added that for 
a complete understanding of human society a combination of 
this and the historical studies of the ethnologist would be 
necessary. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s range of comparison was indeed all- 
embracing. He suggested that the opposition between the 
Yang and the Yin in Chinese philosophy might be treated as a 
phenomenon comparable to the opposition between Australian 
moieties, and he thereby earned the approval of the French 
anthropologist, Lévi-Strauss, who argued that by extending 
his comparisons over the widest possible field he had demon- 
strated a fundamental characteristic of human thought.? Other 
contemporary anthropologists thought sounder constructions 


1‘The Comparative Method in Social Anthropology’, Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, 1951, pp. 15-22. 
2 Le Totémisme Aujourd@ hui, 1962, pp. 128 ff. 
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might be built on less ambitious premises. Eggan in Chicago 
suggested that one might begin by comparing moiety struc- , 
tures among American Indians, or the different Hopi 
villages. Schapera in London pursues this line of argument 
further. He points out that in recent writings the examples 
used for comparative purposes have been chosen quite arbit- 
rarily—because there were books about them in English, or— 
in collections of studies—because they had been described by 
anthropologists personally known to the editor. What he 
recommends is to begin with intensive studies of limited areas 
and proceed from these, first to the comparison of contiguous 
areas, and later perhaps to the establishment of a comprehen- 
sive series of types of social institution. This is comparison for 
the purpose of classification rather than for the elucidation of 
fundamental principles of social structure. Schapera allows 
that when ‘one is comparing the correlates of a highly specific 
variable—say, matrilateral cross-cousin marriage—it is per- 
missible to begin with the comparison of societies geographic- 
ally far apart. 

Gluckman from Manchester has argued that what a social 
anthropologist seeks to compare is process—the way com- 
parable things get done in different societies. He has been 
much interested in the question how rebellion may be kept 
within bounds; another of his examples is the different way in 
which groups may be aligned in a struggle for succession to 
office, depending on the rules of succession and the kind of 
ambiguity that they permit. The kind of comparison which 
has been made in recent years is the comparison of isolable 
aspects of social life: kinship and marriage, political systems, 
cosmologies, witchcraft beliefs and so on. 

Eggan concluded his remarks on the comparative method 
with a prediction that British anthropologists would in time 
come to supplement this with the historical method. In the 
sense that we have become more and more interested in 
following—where we can—changes over time in social institu- 
tions, his prediction has been fulfilled, but it is unlikely that 
we shall return to the ethnologists’ interest in the source of 
cultural elements. 

Another aspect of this debate is the contrast of synchronic 
and diachronic studies. A synchronic study is concentrated on 
a short period of time—the year or so that the average social 
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anthropologist spends in the field. He approaches his work 
with the assumption that what he is looking for is a system 
working—‘a going concern’, as Malinowski used to put it— 
and that he will look for a meaning of some kind in the usages 
that he finds and hesitate to explain any of them as mere 
survivals. Such studies have been criticized on the ground that 
they lead to false assumptions about the unchanging nature of 
simple societies. Most anthropologists now supplement their 
direct observation with such information as they can get about 
past history. Some of them have been concerned, also, not 
merely with the sequence of events, but with the ways in 
which societies change over time. In recent times social anthro- 
pologists have returned to the places where they worked some 
years earlier, or to places where their predecessors had worked, 
in order to see what changes there have been in the interval. 
Examples are the work of Firth in Polynesia (returning to the 
scene of his own fieldwork), and of H. A. Powell in the Tro- 
briands, measuring the changes since Malinowski’s day. These 
may be called diachronic studies. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


A survey of the development of the concept of function is given by 
R. W. Firth under the heading ‘Function’ in W. L. Thomas Jr. ed., 
Yearbook of Anthropology—1955. Malinowski’s functional method 
is discussed by all the contributors to R. W. Firth ed., Man and 
Culture (1957), and also by I. C. Jarvie, The Revolution in Social 
Anthropology (1964), a writer who is not fully aware of the way in 
which theories have developed since Malinowski’s time. 

The relation of historical studies to social anthropology has been 
discussed by E. E. Evans-Pritchard in Social Anthropology (1951) 
and in ‘Anthropology and History’, a lecture reprinted in Essays in 
Social Anthropology (1962), and by I. Schapera in ‘Should Anthro- 
pologists be Historians?’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological In- 
stitute, 1952. The very different ideas of Lévi-Strauss on this sub- 
ject are discussed in the essay, ‘Histoire et Anthropologie’, in his 
Anthropologie Structurale (1958). 

Both Radcliffe-Brown and Evans-Pritchard have delivered lec- 
tures with the title ‘The Comparative Method in Social Anthro- 
pology’. The former was published in the Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute for 1951, the latter by itself in 1963. 
I. Schapera has discussed this subject in ‘Some Comments on Com- 
parative Method in Social Anthropology’, American Anthropologist, 
1953. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION 


WITHIN any society people are both organized in growps— 
that is to say, they form bodies of persons with common 
interests and common leadership—and classified in categories 
—that is to say, they are regarded by their fellows as having 
something in common. A group may be identified by the out- 
sider analysing a society, or it may be labelled by the members 
of the society and so form a category in their system of ideas. 
The descent groups or lineages which will be discussed at 
length in the following chapter are the basic growps in many 
simple societies. The societies in question do not always have a 
name to describe these groups; where they do, this name is a 
category. Other divisions of the population are also categorized, 
and people may even have roles assigned to them in virtue of 
the categories into which they fall, but this does not make such 
ageregates of persons into groups. 


Differentiation by sex 


The biological division of humans into male and female is the 
basis for the most elementary social classification everywhere. 
In every society the division of roles between the sexes results 
from the fact that women bear and suckle children, and so are 
tied to the domestic scene for much of their lives. In those 
societies where the economy is one of subsistence production— 
where, that is, people get their food and other needs by their 
own labour from their immediate environment—a large share 
of the work of agriculture falls to women. Sometimes it is 
entirely their responsibility; in other places men do the heavy 
work of clearing the ground of grass before planting. Among 
the Bemba of Zambia the soil is fertilized by lopping the 
branches of tall trees and burning them where they fall; this is 
of course a task for men. There are also some societies in which 
men and women share in farm work at all its stages. Among 
peoples who keep cattle, again, it is equally of course the men 
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who drive the cattle to pasture and protect them against 
raiders and wild animals. Sometimes milking is women’s work, 
but some cattle-keeping peoples believe that women should 
have no contact of any kind with cattle. Women collect water 
and firewood, and are responsible for cooking. 

Men’s tasks are those that call for extra physical strength 
and agility and that take them away from home—warfare, 
hunting, herding cattle, sea-fishing, canoe trading. The tasks 
of government also fall to men. Men exercise jural authority— 
that is, authority in matters concerned with rights and obliga- 
tions. Households, homesteads, kin groups, political com- 
munities, normally have male heads, and a woman is usually 
expected to have a male guardian, a kinsman if she is not 
married, a husband if she is, who protects her interests and 
is responsible for any offences that she may commit. This is 
what is meant by saying that in societies of simple technology 
(as indeed in many others) women are always minors. The 
most important ritual roles too belong to men; it is they who 
can communicate with the ancestors and other spirits believed 
to be able to influence human destinies. Women may be 
excluded from certain rituals; on the other hand, in some 
societies there are women’s rites from which men are ex- 
cluded. 

In most primitive and peasant societies it is not thought 
appropriate for men and women to associate together outside 
the home. Even within it men often eat separately from women, 
and there are societies where men are criticized if they spend 
too much time with their wives. It is not supposed that men 
and women who are not spouses could have any interest in 
associating together for other than sexual purposes—courtship 
if the woman is not married, adultery if she is. 

In the division of roles between the sexes much of the work 
that falls to men is not manual labour. It consists in a good 
deal of talking, and since the place for talking can be chosen 
for its amenities, the talkers may sit in the shade while the 
toilers stand or walk in the sun. Hence the stereotyped picture 
of the African or Melanesian male idling while his womenfolk 
work. It must be remembered that the tasks of maintaining 
social order and the right relation with the supernatural 
guardians of society are just as important for social life as the 
provision of food, even if they are less physically exhausting. 
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It might be worth remembering too that the modern bread- 
winner, even in our society with its labour-saving machines, 
probably does a good deal less hand and leg work than his 
domestic helpmeet. 


Differentiation by age 

Every society makes some division of its population according 
to age. This again has its biological basis: children are not ready 
for adult tasks, old people have not the strength for them. In 
societies with records, divisions are made on the basis of 
chronological age, regardless of relative maturity at the begin- 
ning or relative senility at the end. In Britain there are fixed 
ages at which people can leave school, get married at all, get 
married without their parents’ consent, contract debts, vote, 
draw pensions; and, for some of them, ages at which they must 
retire from employment. Also, there is a general notion, how- 
ever attenuated, that respect is due from the younger members 
of society to the older. 

In the simpler societies there are no records of age, nor are 
they concerned with such matters as franchise or pensions. On 
the other hand, they usually attach great importance to 
seniority, and in societies which are not rapidly changing, 
people in general are more willing to accept the proposition 
that a man’s wisdom increases all through the course of his 
life; also, it is often supposed that the old deserve particular 
respect because they are nearer to death, and so to God and 
the ancestors. 

How then do they know who is senior, except in the very 
general way that one can tell by appearance? In a good many 
societies people attain recognition as adults by going through 
a more or less elaborate ritual of initiation; in any given 
society initiation may be performed for boys, for girls or for 
both. The most important effect of initiation is that it qualifies 
people to marry; in some societies sex relations are not per- 
mitted before initiation. The initiation of girls is usually ac- 
companied by some instruction on sexual and domestic life. 
That of boys may combine instruction in tribal lore of all kinds 
with trials of strength and endurance; or the test may be the 
central feature of the rite, as with the Nuer of the southern 
Sudan, where the boys must submit without flinching to hav- 
ing six cuts made in their temples, or the Pokot of northern 
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Kenya, where each one is expected to kill an ox with one blow 
of a spear. 

In societies such as these no one can be initiated before the 
onset of puberty, but a given person’s initiation may be 
delayed for one reason or another; hence all do not attain 
social adulthood at the same chronological age. But it is the 
time of his initiation that fixes a man’s seniority for the rest of 
his life. Where, as is most usual, boys are initiated in groups, 
the set initiated at one time is given a name and recognized 
throughout the tribe; the order in which the names come is 
known, and so everyone in company with strangers knows 
whom he must respect as senior to him and who, as his 
juniors, owe him respect. This order is recognized in such 
matters as the serving of beer at a gathering; and on formal 
occasions, and possibly others, in the grouping of men who sit 
together. Respect for elders means that one must not openly 
disagree, still less quarrel with or abuse them; it is more or less 
axiomatic that in a difference of opinion between senior and 
junior the senior is in the right. In societies which have not 
highly developed institutions for keeping the peace, this 
limitation on the freedom to argue and quarrel is very im- 
portant in reducing the incidence of violence. 

Sometimes seniority is measured by other indices, such as 
whether a man has children and the (social) age of these 
children, e.g. whether they have themselves been initiated. 
Women too are sometimes organized in age-sets, though this is 
less common. 

There are societies in which political and ritual roles are 
assigned to the male population as a body in virtue of their 
social age.! In such societies the age-sets formed in a single 
initiation period pass together through a series of age-grades; 
the set is the body of persons, the grade is the status which 
they have reached in the course of their journey through life. 
Very roughly, there may be said to be generally a grade of 
men of fighting age, often called the ‘warrior grade’ in ethno- 
graphic literature, and a grade of ‘elders’ who have retired 
from the fighting forces. In practice no system makes as sharp 
a division as this suggests, and some have very complicated 
sub-divisions. The general principle, however, is that younger 
men are called on for tasks requiring physical strength— 

1See pp. 106-111. 
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fighting, police work, sometimes ‘public works’—and older 
men for tasks requiring wisdom—the discussion of public 
affairs and the arbitration of disputes—and for those ritual 
duties for which they are fitted by their age itself. 


Rank, hierarchy, stratification 


Differentiation by age, even where there are no organized 
groups of this kind, is one way of establishing rules of pre- 
cedence and of formal respect due to certain members of a 
society from other members—in other words, of arranging 
people in rank order. The notions of rank, hierarchy and 
stratification have a good deal in common, and the distinctions 
between them will become clearer as the argument proceeds. 
Rank may be ascribed on the basis of descent. There is no 
difficulty to an English reader in the idea of hereditary rank; 
we cling to our House of Lords, and a speaker at a meeting 
where any members of this body are present will, if he is 
formally correct, acknowledge their presence by addressing 
himself to ‘Mr Chairman, my lords, ladies and gentlemen’. In 
the same way in many of the simpler societies persons belong- 
ing to certain lines of descent are regarded as superior to 
others, are entitled to receive formal marks of respect, and 
may sometimes have other privileges. The clearest case of such 
differentiation by rank is that of ‘royal families’-—the descend- 
ants of kings and chiefs. A society may be simply divided into 
‘royals’ or ‘nobles’ and commoners, but there may be much 
more elaborate ranking systems. In Samoa, for example, every 
household claims the right to a hereditary title, and all these 
are ranked in order of precedence on the basis of genealogies 
that are recited on formal occasions. 

Again, among the Kgatla, a Tswana tribe of Bechuanaland, 
an elaborate system of ranking allocates every man to his 
appropriate place. The Tswana are politically dominant over 
numbers of people of different tribal origins. The many Tswana 
tribes of today have each been formed by the splitting off, at 
different times, of members of an existing royal lineage to 
establish independent chiefdoms. Each of these seceding mem- 
bers took with him a band of retainers of mixed origin, people 
who had, or whose ancestors had, at some time or other 
attached themselves to his service. Later, more outsiders be- 
came subjects of Tswana chiefs; sometimes they were con- 
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quered, sometimes they offered their allegiance in return for 
protection. These differences in origin are recognized by the 
Tswana, who divide the population into categories with names 
which can be translated ‘sons of chiefs’, ‘servants of chiefs’ and 
‘refugees’. The sons of chiefs are men descended from chiefs, as 
all true Tswana are supposed to be. They are ranked in order 
of their place on the genealogical tree. Every chief has a num- 
ber of sons, only one of whom will succeed him. The descend- 
ants of this man’s brothers are ranked in order of the original 
brothers’ status, which derives from the ranking of their 
mothers (since all chiefs were polygynous in the old days). In 
each generation a new series of such ranks is created. The 
brothers of any chief (and their descendants) rank above those 
of this chief’s father, and their descendants. In important 
public discussions people speak in order of seniority, and 
wherever a number of Tswana are together they know who is 
the senior, and the rest accept his leadership. 

Such a system may be described as hierarchical; this word 
implies relationships of authority and obedience, superiority 
and subordination, while rank in itself simply implies status. 
Rank and authority commonly go together, but they need 
not. The Nuer accept the ranking of their society according to 
age-set membership, but no Nuer would dream of taking orders 
from another just because this man belonged to a senior age- 
set. In England no commoner thinks a titled person has a right 
to tell him what to do, and though dukes, earls, marquises and 
barons are placed in their allotted positions in Westminster 
Abbey when kings are crowned, they do not defer to one 
another in this order in everyday life. The army, in contrast, is 
a hierarchy; an officer of higher rank can give an order to any 
officer of lower rank. 

Many societies are said to be stratified. Some writers mean 
by this no more than that their members are of unequal status; 
others have in mind the metaphor that the word suggests, of 
geological strata or layers in a cake. If one sticks to the meta- 
phor, one calls those societies stratified where all members of 
one section are held to be superior to all members of another. 
The threefold division of the Kgatla just mentioned is an 
example of this kind of stratification. 

A simpler and better known one is the division of a society 
into full citizens and persons whose freedom is limited in certain 
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respects. In writing of the past history of Europe, people 
have called the full citizens free men and the others slaves or 
serfs. The technical distinction between a slave and a serf is 
that the former is actually somebody’s property and can be 
treated like a thing in two important respects: his owner can 
kill him without being called to account, and he can be sold as 
an animal might. The serf, though his freedom is restricted, is 
not actually treated like a chattel. To most people today, the 
word slavery first brings to mind the plantations of the 
Americas and the Caribbean, and the humanitarian revolt 
against conditions there. This was slavery in a large-scale 
commercial economy. 

In small-scale societies the difference between slaves and 
serfs is in practice rather blurred; perhaps it is worth recalling 
at this point that the word ‘serf’ itself is derived from the 
Latin word for ‘slave’. In the simplest societies slaves were 
war captives, not objects of commerce. In such societies, where 
there was no state organization to punish murder, and killing 
was revenged by the slain man’s kin, a stranger with no kin to 
support him could obviously be killed with impunity. But 
commonly the slave lived as a dependant in his master’s house- 
hold, probably doing some of the heavy work, such as fetching 
wood and water, which would otherwise have fallen to the 
women. Eventually he married into his master’s family, and 
his children, or at least their children, were not distinguished 
in everyday life from the rest of the society. The Nuer of the 
southern Sudan used to be constantly raiding the cattle of their 
neighbours the Dinka and capturing people as well, so much 
so that about a third of their present population are believed 
to be of Dinka origin. But there is no division of Nuer peoples 
on the basis of this difference. In some societies persons of 
slave origin are debarred from certain rituals, and usually they 
cannot succeed to political office. In some, the descendants of a 
slave remain attached to the descendants of the original 
owner, and in this respect are treated like property. 

But here we come to the difficulty of drawing a sharp line 
between the statuses of slave and serf. In the territory of some 
Tswana tribes in Bechuanaland there live a people called 
Sarwa, all of whom are attached to Tswana headmen and are 
required to work for them as hunters, herdsmen, ploughmen 
and domestic servants. Until fairly recently a Sarwa was not 
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allowed to leave his master without permission, but could be 
given away by his master, and he had no redress if his master 
wronged him. Sarwa could not take part in the political 
assemblies which are so strongly marked a feature of Tswana 
life, nor were they enrolled in the age-sets in which all Tswana 
youths were organized for fighting and public services. But 
English writings about them do not call them slaves, 

The distinction between slavery and serfdom generally made 
by writers on European history is that the slave is actually 
thought of as an item of property while the serf is not. Hence, 
it is argued, the limitations on the freedom of a serf are not as 
great as the limitations on the freedom of a slave. These 
ethnographic examples show that it would not be easy to draw 
the distinction so clearly in small-scale societies. 

The Bantu kingdoms to the north-west of Lake Victoria 
provide other examples of the division of a society into first 
and second-class citizens. The lower-grade citizens here have 
sometimes been called serfs, sometimes a lower caste, possibly 
sometimes both; this shows how loosely the words describing 
social stratification are often used. In these kingdoms, popula- 
tions of cultivators were ruled by pastoral immigrants. In 
some of them the two populations became merged, but in 
others the cattle people kept to their distinctive way of life 
and treated agriculture, and the people who practised it, as 
beneath them. The cattle people maintained their separateness 
by refusing to let their women marry men of the agricultural 
population. In the kingdom of Rwanda this rigid stratification 
was maintained up to the time when it became independent 
of Belgian rule—and then the cultivators rose up and turned 
the cattle people out. 


Caste 


The most elaborate system of social stratification is that of the 
Hindus, which is known as caste (oddly enough, from a Portu- 
guese word meaning ‘race’). The Hindu religion is much con- 
cerned with the idea of pollution, and the idea of the caste 
system is that people who live in such a way as to avoid pollu- 
tion have higher status than those who incur it. Certain sub- 
stances are conceived as polluting, and people whose occupa- 
tions require them to handle these are of low caste. Every caste 
is called by the name of some occupation, though only a 
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minority of the members of any caste follow the occupation 
after which it is called. Caste membership is hereditary, and 
people should not marry outside their own caste. According to 
Hindu theology there are five great divisions running through 
all society: Brahmins or priests, Kshatriyas or warriors, 
Vaishyas or traders and Shudras or servants; and at the bottom 
of the scale the ‘untouchables’, people whose very touch, or 
even their shadow, is held to be polluting to members of 
higher castes. This division of society theoretically holds good 
throughout India. But in practice there are innumerable sub- 
divisions of these castes, which are ranked in different order 
in different localities. The cultural expression of the caste 
hierarchy, however, is everywhere the same, namely that mem- 
bers of a higher caste (or sub-caste) show their superiority by 
refusing to accept food from members of lower castes. 

Each caste has its own street in a village. In a small local 
community there is typically one dominant caste, the members 
of which own the land. Members of other castes either work 
for them as labourers, or perform for the whole community 
services, such as barbering or sweeping the streets, which are 
thought to involve pollution; in return they are rewarded at 
harvest time with a share of the produce of the land. 

The word ‘class’ rises as readily to the lips of most of us as 
the word ‘group’. But it too has to be approached with caution 
if it is to be used as a technical term. Sociologists have pre- 
empted it to describe certain kinds of division which are 
characteristic of industrial societies rather than of those most 
often studied by social anthropologists. Everyone has heard 
of Karl Marx’s theory of class conflict, whether or not he 
knows what it is. To Marx society was divided into classes 
defined by their relationship to the means of production; in the 
simplest possible terms, one class owns the means of produc- 
tion—land, machines, whatever these may be—and the others 
are exploited by it. The relation in an Indian village between 
the dominant caste, owning the land, and the rest who work 
for a share of the rice grown on it would be a typical class 
division in Marxist terms. Marx identified a division of society 
into exploiters and exploited at every historical period. But 
modern sociologists prefer to use other words for the divisions 
of pre-industrial societies. In complex industrial societies they 
identify as different classes people pursuing occupations 
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associated with a way of life that distinguishes them from 
those who follow other types of occupation. Thus we speak of 
professional classes, labouring classes, and so on. The essential 
difference between a class in the technical sense and other 
divisions of a stratified society is that divisions into classes are 
based on occupation and income; where, as in the stratified 
societies of Hast Africa—or of the Republic of South Africa or 
the State of Alabama—they are based on ‘race’ (that is 
supposed descent), it is better to use other words. Of course 
special occupations are assigned in practice to the members of 
different social strata in these societies too. But whereas in 
systems of these latter kinds status determines occupation (at 
least in theory), in a class system occupation determines 
status, and in such a system there is more room for individuals 
to achieve a higher status than that of their parents. 


Dual divisions 


Some societies are divided into two halves. The name given to 
these divisions is moteties, which simply means ‘halves’, like 
the French word moztié; it is an old-fashioned English word. 
As the word was first used by anthropologists, it meant a 
division based on descent,' or clan and lineage membership. 
Some North American and some Australian tribes are divided 
into exogamous moieties; that is, every member of the tribe 
belongs by birth to one of two halves and must marry a mem- 
ber of the other. 

A number of peoples of Eastern Africa are organized in 
moieties of a different type. These are based on the principle of 
alternation, expressed in various ways. Among the Turkana of 
northern Kenya, every man belongs to the opposite moiety 
from that of his father, but this arrangement does not oppose 
all the men of one generation to all those of the next. Both 
moieties are represented in every generation, and every cere- 
mony of initiation creates two new age-sets, one of each 
moiety. The names of the moieties are Stones and Leopards. 
Every son of a Stone must be a Leopard, and vice versa. When 
the young men went out to raid cattle—as they did in the old 
days and may do again—each moiety formed one column, and 
they approached their objective from two sides. At feasts the 
meat is divided into shares, one for each moiety, and members 

1 See pp. 64-72. 
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of one serve it to the members of the other; they sit apart to 
eat. 

The Arusha, who live high up on Mount Meru in Tanganyika, 
recognize both an alternating system—this time a division by 
age—and a twofold division of descent groups. As is character- 
istic of organizations based on age, the adult men are divided 
into ‘warriors’ and ‘elders’. But each of these grades has a 
junior and a senior division, so that men pass through four 
recognized stages. In this process each group is in competition 
with that immediately senior and in alliance with the next 
senior. The members of each group are the formally recog- 
nized ‘patrons’ of that next but one below it, helping its 
individual members with advice and, most importantly, press- 
ing at the appropriate time for its formal promotion to a 
higher grade. There is a sense of solidarity, reaching back into 
the past, among all the members of the series of groups linked 
by this principle of alternation. Each ‘stream’, as P. H. Gulliver 
calls them, claims superior qualities for its members and 
denigrates those in the other stream; and each claims, in un- 
explained ways, credit for fortunate events in past history. 
Yet their rivalry is friendly; it does not break up the society in 
conflict, but helps to keep it going. It is a good example of 
what Radcliffe-Brown called integration through opposition;? 
indeed in some of its aspects it recalls the friendly rivalry of 
Oxford and Cambridge, which he himself cited as an example. 

But Arusha society is also divided into moieties of a different 
kind. Every man is born into one of two divisions of the whole 
tribe, but each of these is further divided into two, and so are 
these again. The significance of these divisions is that, when 
some quarrel about rights arises, each of the disputants has the 
right to call on members of his own division to help him 
pursue his claim. The importance of arrangements of this kind, 
in societies which do not have magistrates and policemen to 
enforce the law, as a means of ensuring respect for accepted 
rules is discussed in Chapter VII. 

Among the Ibo of Eastern Nigeria the most important duty 
of the age-grade of young active men is not fighting but com- 
munal labour. In one section of the Ibo, age-sets as they were 
formed were traditionally assigned alternately to each of two 


1 Social Control in an African Society, 1963, p. 31. 
2 See p. 45. 
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moieties. As they were formed at frequent intervals, the 
‘men’s’ grade, as it was called in opposition to that of ‘elders’, 
contained about a dozen sets altogether. When some public 
work had to be done—for example the clearing of a road— 
portions would be allotted to the two moieties, who were 
expected to compete in speed and efficiency. Each moiety was 
responsible for the renewal of one of the two earth pyramids 
at the entrance to the village where its members lived. This 
work, which involved ritual feasting, was done by each of 
them in alternate years. In the elders’ grade responsibility for 
the control of the main economic resources was divided 
between the moieties, one taking charge of oil palms and one 
of raffia palms. 


Associations 


Finally, people may be grouped in associations, or organiza-’ 
tions for special purposes. Such associations are very numerous 
in western societies. People who follow the same profession, or 
have the same political views, or like one particular kind of 
recreation, or want to promote some particular aim such as the 
abolition of capital punishment, organize themselves in groups 
to co-operate in promoting their common interests. These are 
called single-purpose associations. 

In societies of simple technology, people for the most part 
pursue their interests by appealing to the obligations of kin- 
ship and affinity, or sometimes of political allegiance, and these 
obligations are usually of a general nature, co-operation or 
protection in whatever circumstances call for it. But some- 
times people join associations the membership of which is 
based on neither of these principles. Usually these are cult 
associations; that is to say, their members join in rituals 
addressed to a particular divinity. Often they have in common 
certain esoteric knowledge, which is revealed to them when 
they enter and which they must not reveal to outsiders. This 
is why they are often called ‘secret societies’, but this should 
not be taken to imply that people seek to conceal the fact that 
they are members. Sometimes these associations have con- 
siderable political importance, as in the Yoruba chiefdoms of 
Nigeria, where they can veto the appointment of a chief. Some- 
times membership of such a society gives people the right to 
call themselves by special titles. This right is earned by 
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providing a feast for those who have already attained to the 
title sought. As only a wealthy man can afford to give a succes- 
sion of feasts, the titles are won by persons who are already in- 
fluential in the community in virtue of their superior wealth. 
In so far as the objects of these cults are thought to influence 
particular departments of life, they may be called single- 
purpose societies. 

‘In societies where there is some development of economic 
specialization, people who practise the same craft may form 
an association; these associations too are often bound up with 
the cult of a tutelary divinity (a ‘patron saint’), and they too 
are characteristic of parts of West Africa. 

Where small-scale societies participate in a money economy, 
a type of association often found is the credit organization or 
contribution club, the aim of which is to help people to save 
money to meet specially heavy claims on their resources. The 
principle of these associations is that all members pay the same 
subscription at regular intervals and each in turn takes out the 
whole of the fund collected in this way. For the people whose 
turn comes soon after the foundation of the society, this is a 
way of getting credit: of course they go on paying their con- 
tributions till they have paid it back (unless they default), but 
they do not pay interest. This kind of association can be found 
in a remarkably large number of countries. In China, with its 
long tradition of sophistication in the handling of money, the 
proceedings of such associations were sometimes enlivened by a 
rule that members could bid for the right to be the first to 
collect. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


KINSHIP AND DESCENT 


IN societies of simple technology most statuses are ascribed. 
This is another way of saying that a person’s place in society, 
his rights and duties, his claim to property, largely depend on 
his genealogical relationships to other members. The primary 
social groups—the ones to be found in all such societies what- 
ever other principles of organization there may be—are all 
linked by kinship, and in many cases their membership is fixed 
by descent. The terms ‘kinship’ and ‘descent’ are not identical, 
and they are not always distinguished clearly enough. People 
are in one sense kin if they have what is popularly called 
‘common blood’—that is to say, if they have an ancestor in 
common. In this sense of course nobody knows all his kin; 
in a highly mobile society such as ours, it may not even be 
possible to discover the ‘next of kin’ of somebody who has no 
close relatives. The phrase ‘next of kin’ has interesting im- 
plications for the social anthropologist. It is not the biological 
calculation of the proportion of ‘common blood’—actually 
genes—that measures nearness of kin; it is the law of any 
given society.? As Rivers put it, kinship is the social recognition 
of biological ties. Some later writers have gone further—in my 
opinion too far—and said that kinship has nothing to do with 
biology. It is, of course, possible to pretend that biological ties 
exist where in fact they do not, as when a child is adopted. 
One could perhaps adapt Rivers’ definition to say that kinship 
is the expression of social relationships in a biological idiom. 
But a society in which the great majority of persons who 
treated one another as close kin were not biologically related 
would be a very strange one. 

The ties of kinship which are recognized in different societies 


1 See p. 9. 
* In some countries (of which Britain is one) a married person’s ‘next of kin’ 


is his spouse. But as anthropologists use the word, at any rate when trying to 
be precise, spouses are not kin at all but affines. 
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give people claims to land for cultivation, to other kinds of 
property, to mutual assistance in the pursuit of common in- 
terests, to authority over others; and obligations which com- 
plement these claims, on those in authority to regard the wel- 
fare of those subject to them, on these to obey, on all to 
co-operate on occasions where the recognition of kinship 
requires it. 

Nobody recognizes kinship with all the people to whom he 
is linked by common descent. To some extent this is a matter 
of the passage of time; in all societies, as the common ancestor 
recedes into the past, he comes to be forgotten and his descen- 
dants no longer think of themselves as kin. But there are also 
differences in the directions along which people in different 
societies consider it appropriate to trace their kin, and in the 
arrangements of people that result. 

These may be looked at in two ways. One is to put yourself 
in the place of an individual, and ask whom he regards as 
kin and how he arranges his different kinsmen into categories. 
The other is to stand outside the society you are looking at 
and see if you can identify corporate groups organized on 
some principle of kinship. 

The first of these methods is the older. It dates back to the 
time when the American anthropologist, Morgan, discovered 
the ‘classificatory system’ of describing kinsmen, in which the 
terms which we translate ‘father’, ‘mother’, ‘brother’, ‘sister’, 
are used of many people outside the speaker’s immediate 
family. The question that interested him was: why do people 
in the simpler societies arrange their kin in categories so dif- 
ferent from those that are used in the industrial societies? The 
first answers that were given to this question turned out to be 
wrong, and from Morgan’s time until the day before yesterday 
social anthropologists have been asking what these ‘classi- 
ficatory terminologies’ mean. Consequently, quite modern 
books on kinship introduce the subject by a discussion of this 
question. The beginner reading such a book is advised to skip 
this section, and come back to it when he has mastered the 
part concerned with the division of society into groups based 
on kinship. 

A little thought will make it obvious that the body of kin 
who are recognized by one man will be different from those 

1 See pp. 18-19. 
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recognized by any other, except his own full brothers and 
sisters. Hence the kindred, as such a body of persons are called, 
cannot form a continuing element in the structure of society. 
It is simply the total of the people who are genealogically 
linked to the man one happens to be thinking about. Its mem- 
bers may, however, have common obligations towards the 
person to whom they are all linked. In some societies it is the 
duty of a man’s kindred to avenge his murder. This used to be 
the rule among the Anglo-Saxons, and it is, or it was recently, 
the rule among the Ifugao in the Philippines. A rule of this 
kind may specify how far—to how many cousins—the obliga- 
tion extends. But in practice it is unlikely that all of these will 
turn out on every occasion. Who actually fulfils this obligation 
will depend on who is within reach: this is true of the collective 
duties of kin groups of all kinds. 

All the people who are related by ‘blood’ in any way to an 
individual are his cognates. Those who are related to him by 
marriage are his affines. The list at the end of the English 
Prayer Book of people whom one must not marry is headed 
‘A Table of Kindred and Affinity’. Of course these two sorts of 
relationship originate in quite different ways. Affines—married 
people and their in-laws—may have been kin before the mar- 
riage, but very often this is not so. But they often come to be 
thought of and treated as kin. Hence people sometimes speak 
of ‘affinal kin’, though this is not strictly accurate. 

Corporate grouwps—that is continuing property-holding 
groups—based on kinship are recrutted by descent, and a clear 
principle of descent is established by the rule that it is trace- 
able in one line only—either through males or through females. 
This is called the principle of wnilineal descent. Where descent 
is traced through males only it is called patrilineal, or agnatic: 
the latter comes from the word used by the Romans. The 
Romans did not have a neat word to describe descent through 
females, in which they were not particularly interested—so we 
can only call this matrilineal; it is also possible, however, to use 
another word of Latin derivation and speak of uterine kin, or 
those related through females only. 

A corporate group recruited by descent is called a lineage. If 
descent is patrilineal, then the child of a legal marriage be- 
longs to his father’s lineage. Through his father he has a claim 
on the productive resources of the lineage, whether these con- 
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sist in land for cultivation, cattle, a fishing boat, or even 
possibly a trading business; he can draw on these not only for 
his own subsistence, but for special needs, such as the payment 
required to make his marriage legal, or the payment of com- 
pensation for a wrong done by him to a member of another 
lineage. His rank, as a noble or a commoner, will be fixed by 
his lineage membership; it may entitle him to become a king, 
a chief or a priest. It is his duty to obey the senior man of his 
lineage in such matters as the allocation of lineage resources 
and to look to him for the settlement of disputes that may arise 
between lineage mates: and it is the duty of this senior man to 
further the welfare of his lineage, both in secular matters and 
by performing the rituals which are held to keep them in the 
right relationship with supernatural forces. A man ought to 
stand by his lineage mates in any conflict with outsiders; and 
particularly to help them in seeking compensation for offences, 
or revenge if one of them is killed. 

In a matrilineal society every person belongs to the lineage 
of his mother; the question whether her marriage was con- 
tracted in due form does not affect his membership, though it 
may be important in other contexts. In some matrilineal 
societies, such as the Ashanti of Ghana, women are treated 
with very great respect, but lineage authority nevertheless 
always rests with men. Consequently a junior member of a 
lineage has to obey, not his father, but his mother’s eldest 
brother. 

Examples of societies with patrilineal descent are the classi- 
cal Romans, the Chinese, and the pastoral peoples of eastern 
and southern Africa. Examples of societies with matrilineal 
descent are a large number of American Indian and Aus- 
tralian peoples, many indigenous peoples of Indonesia and 
Malaya, the Bantu peoples of central Africa and the Akan 
peoples of Ghana. 

Sometimes one finds a society where most lineage members 
live close together, so that lineage and local grouping are 
largely identical. But it is very common to find in one village 
or neighbourhood a mixture of people, some of whom have 
come to live there because of other kin ties with members of 
the ‘owning’ lineage. In the co-operation of daily life—when 
extra labour is needed at harvest time, or to build a house— 
people look to the whole body of their neighbours and not only 
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to their lineage mates. This kind of co-operation is based on the 
principle of reciprocity, that every service deserves a return, 
and he who helps his neighbour can expect the neighbour to 
help him. It is not an obligation inherent in the relation of 
kinship. 

This is at the bottom of the traditional phrase ‘kith and kin’. 
‘Kith’ means ‘known’, and therefore ‘neighbours’; and the 
different nature of relationships with kith and with kin is 
aptly (though I feel pretty sure not deliberately) summarized 
in the Clerihew: | 

Adam Smith 

Was disowned by all his kith; 

But he was supported through thick and thin 
By all his kin. 

Through whichever parent a person traces his descent, he 
recognizes mutual rights and obligations with the kin of the 
other. Thus we speak of the importance of matrilateral kin in a 
patrilineal society and of patrilateral kin in a matrilineal 
society. ‘Lateral’ means ‘on the side’; ‘lineal’ means ‘in a line’. 
If you belong to a patrilineal society, your mother’s kin are 
not, and cannot be, ‘matrilineal’ kin; they are the members of 
a different agnatic lineage from your own. They are your 
mother’s agnatic kin, and your own kin on the mother’s side. 
The relationship of a person with his kin through the parent 
from whom he does not trace descent is called complementary 
filiation. 

A few societies trace descent in the male line for some pur- 
poses and the female for others. This is called double unilineal 
descent. Usually the distinction is that people inherit fixed 
property in the male and movable property in the female line. 
For the Yak6 of the Cross River in Eastern Nigeria matri- 
lineal descent has an additional significance. Land is the pro- 
perty of the patrilineages, and so it is agnates who are grouped 
together in the different wards of a Yak6 village. Livestock 
and currency, tools, weapons, and household goods are in- 
herited in the female line, and it is the matrilineal kin group 
which is held responsible for the debts of its members. Because 
it is movable property that has to be distributed when some- 
body dies, funeral rituals are performed by matrilineal kin. In 
addition, a number of positions are inherited in the female line. 
These include membership of some of the associations, each 
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devoted to the cult of a different spirit, which are responsible 
for the maintenance of order. Also, the priests of the ten village 
fertility spirits are drawn from matrilineal descent groups. 
When each of these approaches his spirit on behalf of his own 
matrilineal group, he draws together people from all the dif- 
ferent wards in which agnatic kinsmen are living on their own 
land; and once a year, at harvest time, all the ten join in a 
ritual performed for the welfare of the whole village. In this 
way the recognition of matrilineal descent creates ties among 
people whom patrilineal descent divides. 

The recognition of the importance of unilineal descent as a 
principle of social structure has been one of the most fruitful 
ideas in the social anthropology of the last twenty years, and 
many interesting studies have been made of societies organized 
on this principle. But students should not suppose that it is 
characteristic of all simple societies. There are a large number 
in which descent is not traced unilineally. 

Anthropologists are not entirely unanimous about the 
application of the terms descent and descent group. The distinc- 
tion between descent and filiation has been stressed by Fortes. 
According to him the relation of a person with his own parents 
is filiation, and only his relation with his ancestors should be 
called descent; as in dictionary usage, one’s nearest ancestor is 
a grandparent.! Further, and this point is also made by Leach, 
it is meaningless to talk of descent unless you are talking of a 
relationship that follows the consistent direction which we pic- 
ture as a line, and a line must be traced through parents of 
one sex only; if people trace their ancestry by quoting a father 
in one generation and a mother in another, there is no such 
line.? Rivers had already said, when in 1907 he offered to the 
British Association a set of definitions of terms used in the 
study of kinship, that a descent growp should mean a group to 
which people were recruited automatically by birth; where 
people can choose which parent’s side they will belong to, 
there are no distinct groups maintaining their distinctness 
through time. There is nothing impossible or inconvenient in 
the latter situation; many societies are organized that way. 


1 ‘The Structure of Unilineal Descent Groups’, American Anthropologist, 
19538, pp. 17-41. 

2 Not all anthropologists are willing to accept this restriction on the use of 
an everyday word. 
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But, said Rivers and now say the Cambridge anthropologists, 
only a distinct group, recruiting its members by birth on a 
recognized principle, can accurately be called a descent group; 
and the only principle that can be recognized is the unilineal 
principle. 

The significance of a continuing group is that it holds and 
transmits property; and the significance of a descent group is 
that a member’s claim on the property does not depend on 
where he lives, as long as he does not go, and stay, so far away 
that people forget him and he cannot prove his membership. 
In practice there are great differences in the extent to which 
lineage members live together, though nearly everywhere the 
ideal is that they should. The members of a lineage who actu- 
ally do live in close, everyday contact, have been called by 
Leach the local descent group. 

Everyone agrees that a lineage is a descent group. But 
opinions differ about other groups which in Fortes’ and 
Leach’s terms would be said to be recruited by filiation—that 
is, through the relation of a child to either of its own parents 
at choice. Such a group is that called the bilek family among 
the Iban of Borneo.? These people live in ‘long-houses’, as they 
are called, each one a series of adjacent rooms built on a plat- 
form by the side of one of the rivers that are the main means of 
communication. Bilek actually means one of these rooms, as 
well as the group living in it. The property-owning group con- 
sists of the residents of one bilek. They own the rice-fields that 
were first cleared by members of that bilek, fruit trees planted 
by earlier members, a canoe, tools, and valuables. In each 
generation one of the children born in the bilek must live there 
all its life, but there is no rule to say which; this rule gives the 
group its continuity by descent, if the word is to be used, as 
it is used by Freeman, the anthropologist who described these 
people. Subject to this limitation, every man when he marries 
can choose between his own and his wife’s bilek (i.e. that of her 
parents); and no doubt the wife has some say in the decision. 
When the choice is made, the partner moving out of his or her 
bilek loses all inheritance rights there. These groups, then, are 


*“The Structural Implications of Matrilateral Cross-Cousin Marriage’, 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1951, p. 24. 

* J. D. Freeman, “The Family System of the Iban of Borneo’ in J. Goody ed., 
The Developmental Cycle in Domestic Groups, 1958. 
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recruited strictly by filiation; an adult can choose between two 
groups but cannot be a member of more than one; and some 
would call them descent groups, though the Cambridge anthro- 
pologists would not. 

Then there is the hapu of the Maori in New Zealand,! a local 
community of several hundred people with its own leader, 
sufficiently distinct from other hapu to be sometimes engaged 
in war against them. A person may join it if either of his 
parents is a member. But, like the bilek member, if he was not 
born into the group he can only join it by coming to live in it. 
Every member of a hapu, then, has entered it, if not by birth, 
by virtue of some kinship tie: and in practice all members are 
related to one another by some link of kinship or affinity. But 
does this make them a descent group? Firth would call them 
a ‘bilateral’ or ‘ambilateral’ descent group. 

Fortes remarks? that they are not clearly demarcated by 
descent as a lineage is: no principle of descent divides one 
eroup from another. What divides them is the place where 
they have chosen to live, and the obligations that their choice 
has involved them in of obeying a chief and joining in wars 
against other hapu. These, Fortes argues, are political and 
territorial, not descent, boundaries; joining a hapu is like be- 
coming the citizen of a country, also a status which can be 
ascribed by birth or achieved by choice. Kinship, he says, may 
give a claim to be admitted to membership of groups of many 
kinds; but in his view this does not make them into descent 
groups. 

In societies where patrilineal descent is the most important 
structural principle, the unity of the lineage is usually a deeply 
cherished ideal. People remember their lineal ancestry for 
several generations, sometimes as many as fourteen, as do the 
Tallensi of Northern Ghana,* though more commonly about 
five beyond the oldest living generation. They do not think of 
their further ancestors as having existed though their names 
are forgotten, or of their line as being untraceable beyond this 
point. On the contrary, they link up the last remembered 
ancestor with one of the mythical persons from whom the 
whole people think they are descended. Usually the first 


1 R. W. Firth, ‘A Note on Descent Groups in Polynesia’, Man, 1957, pp. 4-7. 
2 Descent, Filiation and Affinity’, Man, 1959, pp. 210-12. 
3 See M. Fortes, The Dynamics of Clanship among the Tallensi, 1945. 
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ancestor, who in the myth either appeared from nowhere or 
led his people to the land they now occupy, is supposed to 
have had a number of sons, each of whom became the pro- 
genitor of a section of the society. These major divisions of 
society are called clans, and in most societies their number 
remains fixed. But at the other end of the line, where living 
men are going about their daily business, lineages are con- 
stantly dividing. It has been said that every man is the poten- 
tial founder of a lineage. The smallest lineage that can exist 
consists of one man with his children. Sons are expected to 
respect their father’s authority, to live near him, and to accept 
his decision on the allocation of their joint resources; and only 
the father has the right to approach the ancestors in ritual to 
secure the welfare of the group. In such societies no man whose 
father is alive can have in his homestead a shrine of the 
ancestor spirits. Such a small lineage, with the members’ 
spouses, is called in older ethnographic writings an extended 
family. A joint family is a small lineage who actually have a 
common dwelling and pool their labour and its proceeds. The 
word was introduced into anthropology from Maine’s writings 
on India. 

When a father dies his eldest son succeeds him in the cus- 
tody of the ancestral shrine, but this man does not exercise 
authority over his brothers in the economic matters of every 
day. The brothers, particularly if they are the children of one 
mother, may go on pooling their resources for a time, but 
gradually they will establish their autonomy in secular mat- 
ters; each will become the head of a new lineage consisting of 
himself and his sons. This is the process of lineage fission. 
Usually lineage members go on co-operating in ritual matters 
after they have established autonomy in everyday affairs; 
people sometimes express their common lineage membership 
by saying, ‘We go to one another’s funerals.’ Thus lineages of 
lesser depth are included for some purposes in lineages of 
greater depth. 

In some societies the whole population can theoretically be 
placed on a genealogical tree. Although new lineages are 
always coming into being, their line of descent is still traced 
back to the founder, who is sometimes called the apical 
ancestor (i.e. the one at the peak). Actually, immigrants may 
join the society, but they are fitted into the scheme, and given 
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an appropriate place in the genealogy by a sort of adop- 
tion. 

Lineage systems of this kind are called segmentary, and the 
process which has just been called fission can also be called 
segmentation. Durkheim used the word ‘segment’ to describe 
the rings of the earthworm, all alike. Radcliffe-Brown and 
others have used it to mean any division of society. But it is 
more useful to keep the word for this kind of society, in which 
all the divisions are similar in structure, like the pieces of an 
orange or slices of a round cake (to vary Durkheim’s meta- 
phor). Characteristically these are societies in which there is 
no other source of authority than that of the lineage heads. 
The classical descriptions of such societies are those by Evans- 
Pritchard of the Nuer in the southern Sudan! and by Fortes 
of the Tallensi.? 

But it is possible for people to recognize unilineal descent 
even though they do not trace their ancestry so carefully. In 
such cases one still speaks of lineages, though not of a seg- 
mentary lineage system. If people increase in numbers and 
spread out over a wide area, lineage members lose touch with 
one another and exact relationships are forgotten. But the 
common apical ancestor is remembered, and so we find large 
populations divided into clans, the members of which know 
they must have a common ancestor somewhere but do not 
think it is important who this was. A clan may include a large 
number of people. Among the Ashanti of Ghana, with a popu- 
lation of about half a million, there are eight matrilineal clans. 
Among the Ganda of East Africa with a population of perhaps 
a million there are thirty or forty patrilineal clans. Members of 
the same clan are distinguished by the common clan name, 
and often by the observance of certain ritual prohibitions, 
sometimes called ‘avoidances’, connected with particular 
objects. Sometimes the name of the clan is the name of the 
object which its members must avoid, or, as others put it, 
respect.° If the clan is called after an animal, its members will 
not eat the flesh of that animal. But the object of respect or 
avoidance may be rain, or it may be some material substance 
such as rope. What is significant is that all members of the 


1 The Nuer, 1940. 
2 The Dynamics of Clanship among the Tallensi, 1945. 
3 See EK. E. Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion, 1956, pp. 64 ff. 
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clan behave in a special way towards the object, whatever it 
is, that is their emblem. These emblematic objects are called 
totems, particularly in older writings. The other rule which 
binds all members of a clan—not everywhere, but nearly so— 
is that they may not marry one another; this is the rule of 
exogamy (literally ‘marrying outside’). 

When one thinks of a lineage as a corporate group, a body of 
people with a common patrimony and a common ritual focus 
in the shrine of the ancestors, one is in fact thinking of the 
adult male members. Children are not full citizens in any 
society, and in societies of simple technology women are not 
either, in the sense that all her life a woman is subject to a 
male guardian, kinsman or husband. Both in patrilineal and in 
matrilineal societies, the joint interests of brothers are at the 
centre of lineage organization. If the system is patrilineal, they 
transmit these interests to their sons, and the lineage is seen 
on the ground as a number of brothers with their adult sons. 
Some lineage members may have chosen to live elsewhere and 
take no active part in lineage affairs; this is why Leach con- 
siders it important to distinguish between the lineage as such 
and the local descent growp; it is the latter that, in practice, 
pursues common interests and exercises joint rights. 

In a matrilineal system the brothers transmit their rights to 
their sisters’ sons. It is possible for a body of uncles and 
nephews to form a local descent group, but it is not so easy to 
maintain rules of residence that will keep several generations 
of uncles and nephews together, and this may be why one does 
not often find matrilineal societies with a segmentary system 
placing the whole population on one genealogical tree. 

It is possible for people to recognize unilineal descent but 
not be organized in lineages. Some peoples of Central Africa, 
such as the Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia, inherit clan 
membership matrilineally but donot attach importance, within 
the body of fellow-clansmen who are their neighbours, to dis- 
tinctions between those who are genealogically closer or more 
distant. In such societies, there exist between clans reciprocal 
obligations such as would be more characteristic elsewhere of 
relations between lineages. Pairs of clans are linked in a rela- 
tionship which has been called ‘funeral friendship’; when a 
member of one clan dies, members of the other who are close 
at hand must come and bury him, since they are not in danger 
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of that pollution of death which threatens the lineal kin of a 
dead man. These people are performing a service which in 
some patrilineal societies is rendered by a sister’s son as the 
nearest kinsman outside the lineage. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


The article ‘Kinship’ in the London, 1955, edition of the Encyclo- 
paedia Britannica is a good succinct introduction to the subject. 

The nature of corporate kin groups is discussed by Radcliffe- 
Brown in his introduction to A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and D. Forde 
eds., African Systems of Kinship and Marriage (1950). M. Fortes 
has expounded the main principles of the theory of unilineal 
descent as it was developed by himself and Evans-Pritchard in “The 
Structure of Unilineal Descent Groups’, American Anthropologist, 
1953. A comment on this paper by Leach led Fortes to develop his 
theory further in ‘Descent, Filiation and Affinity: A Rejoinder to 
Dr. Leach’, Man, 1959. 

The various meanings which anthropologists have given to the 
word ‘descent’ are discussed by M. Freedman, in the entry for that 
word in J. Gould and W. L. Kolb, A Dictionary of the Social 
Sciences, 1964. Certain ambiguities in the use of the word ‘kindred’ 
are discussed by J. D. Freeman in ‘The Concept of the Kindred’, 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1961. 

The best-known studies of segmentary lineage systems are E. E. 
Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer (1940), and M. Fortes, The Dynamics of 
Clanship among the Tallensi (1945). L. Bohannan, ‘Political Aspects 
of Tiv Social Organization’, in J. Middleton and D. Tait eds., 
Tribes Without Rulers (1958), is a shorter account of such a system. 
In ‘A Genealogical Charter’, Africa, 1952, the same author shows 
how people revise their genealogical records to make them fit 
actual situations. 

The great majority of the monographs published by social 
anthropologists since 1940 have been concerned with societies 
organized on the lineage principle, so much so that students some- 
times get the impression that all societies are so organized. It 
would be vain to attempt to list bere all the useful accounts of 
unilineal societies, but one might mention M. Freedman, Lineage 
Organization in South Eastern China (1958), a study in a field that 
is relatively new to social anthropologists. Probably the best- 
known double unilineal system is that described by D. Forde in 
Yaké Studies (1964). S. F. Nadel, ‘Dual Descent in the Nuba Hills’, 
in African Systems of Kinship and Marriage, is an account of two 
small peoples in the western Sudan. J. R. Goody, The Social 
Organization of the LoWiili (1956), and ‘The Mother’s Brother and 
the Sister’s Son in West Africa’, Journal of the Royal Anthropo- 
logical Institute, 1959, are concerned with peoples of northern 
Ghana. 
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The Iban bilek family is discussed in the essay by J. D. Freeman, 
‘The Family System of the Iban of Borneo’, in J. R. Goody ed., 
The Developmental Cycle in Domestic Groups (1958). A neighbour- 
ing people are described by H. S. Morris, Report on a Melanau Sago 
Producing Community in Sarawak (1958). L. Lancaster, ‘Kinship 
in Anglo-Saxon Society’, British Journal of Sociology, 1958, answers 
an anthropologist’s questions from the literature that we have on 
the subject. W. Goodenough, ‘A Problem in Malayo-Polynesian 
Social Organization’, American Anthropologist, 1955, seeks to 
classify non-unilineal systems in types. 

The pairing of clans in ‘funeral friendship’ is discussed by E. 
Colson, The Plateau Tonga of Northern Rhodesia (1962), and J. R. 
Goody, The Social Organization of the LoWiili (1956). 

The study by anthropological techniques of kinship in western 
industrial society is the theme of R. W. Firth ed., Two Studies of 
Kinship in London (1956), R. W. Firth, Family and Kinship in 
Industrial Society (1964), and E. Bott, Family and Social Network 
(1957). 


CHAPTER SIX 


SEX, MARRIAGE AND FAMILY 


Every human society has rules covering sex relations and 
the procreation of children, but these are by no means every- 
where the same, just as the rules which place a child in a parti- 
cular descent group differ from one society to another. 

It is characteristic of patrilineal societies that women are 
expected to be virgins at marriage, though there are not many 
in which this is taken so seriously that a man would repudiate 
his bride because she was found to have lost her virginity. 
Many African societies regard sex relations before marriage as 
legitimate but expect them to stop short of complete inter- 
course; the reason is that what people in these societies really 
feel strongly about is the procreation of children without the 
social authorization that is given by marriage. Sex relations 
themselves, however, must have social authorization, and this 
is often conferred by a ceremony of initiation which marks the 
entry upon adult life. Some societies hold such ceremonies for 
both sexes. In patrilineal societies they are sometimes held 
only for boys; in matrilineal societies they are usually held only 
for girls, and the initiation and marriage ceremonies are often 
combined. These ceremonies, besides formally marking the 
passage from childhood to adulthood, usually invoke the bless- 
ing of spiritual beings on the sex activities of the persons con- 
cerned. So it is not surprising that among the Kipsigis of 
Kenya the offence of making an uninitiated girl pregnant is 
one of the most heinous that can be committed, and that the 
girl and her child used to be cast out of the community. 


Incest and exogamy 


In addition to the rules which, like those of western society 
fixing the age of consent, are intended to debar immature 
persons from sexual activity, there are rules which prohibit 
certain persons as sexual partners and as marriage partners. 


These are the rules of incest and exogamy, and they do not 
Is A—F 
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always coincide. Incest refers to sexual congress as such; 
exogamy to marriage, a relationship which cannot be created 
merely by sexual congress, and includes, in addition to sexual 
congress, a number of reciprocal rights and duties. 

The relationships within which sexual congress is every- 
where considered incestuous are those of parent to child and 
of brother to sister. In western culture incest is thought of as 
something particularly dreadful, not to be mentioned without 
a shudder, if at all. We have all heard of Oedipus, who was so 
appalled when he learned that he had unknowingly married 
his mother that he put out his eyes. The Elizabethan drama- 
tists liked to ascribe incestuous relations to particularly vil- 
lainous characters, and later centuries thought that plays with 
such themes should not be put on the stage. Byron had to 
leave England when it was said that he was the lover of his 
half-sister, and this was the source of the Satanic reputation 
that he rather enjoyed. In some African societies incest is 
thought of as typical of witches. 

Theories about incest are of two kinds. One asks why it is 
regarded with such horror: one asks why there is a rule against 
it in every known society. The first question is what philo- 
sophers would call a pseudo-problem, because it is not true 
that the same kinds of illicit sexual congress are everywhere 
regarded with horror. Incest is often held to be a sin, that is, to 
call down supernatural punishment without the need of any 
human agent to punish the offenders. But the persons between 
whom sexual relations are sinful by this definition are dif- 
ferent in different societies. They may include people not very 
closely related biologically, while others as close as first cousin 
may not only be permitted as mates, but may be regarded as 
the most appropriate ones. This last point is enough to show 
that there is no such ‘instinctive recognition’ that the mating 
of close kin is biologically undesirable as used once to be 
supposed. 

Westermarck? argued that people who grew up together 
(thinking primarily of brothers and sisters) were so used to one 
another that by the time they were adult the idea of sexual 
desire did not occur to them; but this did not account for the 
strength of the sanctions against incest, nor for the horror felt, 
where horror is felt. Freud accounted for the horror as a built- 

1 History of Human Marriage, 5th edn., 1921, Vol. ii, Chapter XIX. 
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in mechanism to repress a strongly felt desire (thinking 
primarily of sons and mothers). A recent writer, considering 
brothers and sisters only, has suggested that there may be 
some correlation between the degree of horror felt towards this 
kind of incest and the attitudes in different societies towards 
intimate play between brothers and sisters while they are 
growing up.? 

However, what is more interesting to the student of society 
is the second question: why sexual congress between persons 
in certain genealogical relationships is always prohibited, often 
considered sinful, and often regarded with horror. Within the 
nuclear family of parents and their own children it is every- 
where forbidden.? The explanation offered by Malinowski is 
the one generally accepted by anthropologists. The family is 
the institution within which the cultural tradition of a society 
is handed on to the new generation (by the process which in 
technical jargon is called ‘socialization’). This indispensable 
function could not be fulfilled unless the relations of parents 
and children were relations reciprocally of authority and re- 
spect. Such relations could not be maintained if sexual pas- 
sions were given free play within the family circle.? Certainly 
such an explanation cannot explain why the prohibition of 
incest came into being, but it is possible to conjecture, with 
Murdock, that if there were ever human populations which 
allowed it they must have been in such a condition of disorder 
that they could not survive in competition with better 
organized groups. 

Malinowski held that the incest prohibition marked the 
transition from ‘nature’—the life of other animals, who have 
no cultural heritage to transmit and increase with the genera- 
tions—to ‘culture’, the mode of life peculiar to man. Lévi- 
Strauss takes the same view. For him the prohibition of mar- 
riage—not simply of sexual congress—within the family is the 
essential criterion of cultural life because it is the beginning 
of that exchange—in this case the exchange of women between 
descent groups—which he takes to be the basis of social 
structure. 


1 J. R. Fox, ‘Sibling Incest’, British Journal of Sociology, 1962, pp. 128-50. 

2 In some societies persons of high rank, such as the Egyptian Pharaohs, are 
exempt from this rule, but there is none where the rule does not exist. 

3 Sex and Repression in Savage Society, 1924. 
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In taking up this position he assumes, as Malinowski had 
also assumed, that exogamy, the prohibition of marriage be- 
tween members of one descent group, was to be explained as 
the extension of the incest prohibition to kinsmen who were 
thought of as in some sense analogous to the members of the 
nuclear family. There are some difficulties about this inter- 
pretation. Also, though marriage between members of a uni- 
lineal descent group is nearly always prohibited, marriage may 
be permitted with persons outside the lineage who are closer 
genealogically than many of the prohibited spouses. 

If one cannot agree with Lévi-Strauss that incest is pro- 
hibited simply in order to set going a process of reciprocal ex- 
change, one can see the rule of exogamy (and other marriage 
prohibitions) in this light. The rule of exogamy is never the 
only prohibition. Certain cognates outside the lineage are 
always forbidden as spouses, and sometimes people who are 
not kin at all—for example, the children of members of the 
same age-set.! 

Since the obverse of any system of marriage prohibitions is 
the necessity of finding a spouse from among those permitted, 
this system itself results in the formation of ties running in 
every direction through the society*—what Fortes has called 
the ‘web’ of kinship, and others call a network. This is why 
Lévi-Strauss sees the relation of brothers-in-law as the ele- 
mentary form of organic solidarity:* through the woman who 
is sister to one and wife to the other, descent groups are linked 
which would otherwise have no common interest, and might 
even be enemies. It has been remarked of the Nuer that the 
prohibitions on marriage which they recognize, taken together, 
have the effect that a young man looking for a wife is pretty 
well obliged to find her in some other village. The advantage 
of this is not that he brings in ‘new blood’, but that every 
marriage creates a new link between the small village groups, 
each on its ridge above flood level, a mile or so from the next. 
It is no accident that in French the word ‘alliance’ still refers 
to marriage. Often marriages form the bond of peace between 
groups that would otherwise take hostility for granted; some 
African peoples say ‘we marry those with whom we fight’. 


1 See pp. 50-52. 
* As Tylor pointed out many years ago; see p. 21. 
3 See p. 24. 
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Prima facie the lineage members, and village-mates too, stand 
together against the world: the rule that they must not marry 
their own women, however this came into being, obliges them 
to extend their field of amicable relations. 


Prescribed and preferential marriages 


Rules prohibiting certain persons as spouses may be accom- 
panied by rules designating others as particularly appropriate, 
or even as the only appropriate partners; these cannot of 
course designate individuals, though in practice at any given 
time there may be very few members of the appropriate cate- 
gory available. If it is the rule—no matter whether it is some- 
times broken—that a man ought to marry a person in a parti- 
cular category, this is called a prescribed marriage. If it is just 
thought desirable that a man should find his wife in a parti- 
cular category of persons, this is called a preferred or pre- 
ferential marriage. 

There are many societies in which marriage between first 
cousins is permitted or even sought; where there is a rule of 
lineage exogamy these must of course be cousins belonging to 
different lineages. Since a person derives his lineage member- 
ship from a parent of one sex, it is usually the child of this 
parent’s sibling of the other sex who becomes his mate. Per- 
sons in this relationship—the children of siblings of opposite 
sex—are called cross-cousins; the children of siblings of the 
same sex are parallel cousins. Looking at a marriage from the 
man’s point of view, if he marries a daughter of his mother’s 
brother he makes a matrilateral cross-cousin marriage; if he 
marries a daughter of his father’s sister the marriage is patrt- 
lateral. The latter kind of cousin-marriage is rare. 

Prescribed marriage is usually with the matrilateral cross- 
cousin. The significance of this rule has been discussed with 
reference to two peoples of the highland region in the interior 
of Burma, the Kachins and the Purum.! The rule is that a 
man must take his wife from his mother’s lineage; she need not 
actually be his first cousin. The effect of this is that every 
lineage must have a permanent relationship with two others, 


1K. R. Leach, ‘The Structural Implications of Matrilateral Cross-Cousin 
Marriage’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1951, pp. 23-56. R. 
Needham, Structure and Sentiment. There are cases where it is alleged that 
patrilateral cross-cousin marriage is prescribed, but these are doubtful. 


80 SEX, MARRIAGE AND FAMILY 


receiving wives from the one and giving wives to the other. 
But since the people who actually marry in this way are the 
small lineage segments living close together which Leach has 
called local descent growps, it is possible that every group of 
this kind has a wife-giving relationship, and a wife-taking 
relationship, with a number of others. This division of every 
individual’s social universe—that is, the range of persons with 
whom he is likely to be in contact in the course of his life— 
into lineage-mates and potential affines of two kinds, those 
whom he may marry and those whom his sisters and daughters 
may marry, is one way of giving coherence to the social rela- 
tionships of a small-scale society. Wife-giving lineages are 
superior to wife-taking lineages, and this establishes the prin- 
ciples by which any individual knows whether he can claim 
respect from, or must give it to, any other person with whom 
he has dealings. In Kachin society lineages are ranked, and 
wife-takers are the vassals of wife-givers. 

The rule that cross-cousins must marry is not only interest- 
ing as the basis of a particular kind of social structure, but for 
the light it throws on theories of exogamy and other marriage 
prohibitions. Although in practice people often marry distant 
cousins, the fact that they both may and perhaps should 
marry first cousins on one side, while it would be a heinous 
offence to marry a relative equally close or distant on the 
other, shows that marriage prohibitions in general cannot be 
explained as an extension to more distant kin of the pro- 
hibition of incest. 

Prescribed cross-cousin marriage is most commonly found 
in patrilineal societies. But there are other societies where it is 
thought to be ‘a good thing’. Matrilineal societies often like 
matrilateral cross-cousin marriage. It is a way of avoiding con- 
flicts about where a couple should live—a question to be dis- 
cussed more fully later. While in patrilineal societies a woman 
usually has to put up with leaving her parents’ village when 
she marries, to go and live at her husband’s lineage home, in 
matrilineal ones a husband is not easily persuaded to spend his 
married life among his wife’s people, and most such societies 
have to make some kind of compromise. This is unnecessary 
if the couple are children of a man and a woman of the same 
lineage; then their home is in the same place. 

No satisfactory theory of the relation between the pro- 
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hibition of incest and the rules of exogamy has yet been 
worked out, but it is clear that one cannot regard the rules 
which forbid the marriage of persons related genealogically 
in a great variety of ways as just logical extensions of those 
which forbid sexual congress between brothers and sisters, 
parents and children. Some forbidden spouses are related in a 
way that is not analogous to any of these relationships. Some 
societies allow pre-marital sex relations between persons who 
are not allowed to marry. As has just been noted, some insist 
upon the marriage of cross-cousins and many like it; and these 
may be first cousins, though they need not be. Moreover, 
although every society singles out certain forms of forbidden 
sexual congress as particularly dreadful—as sins regarded with 
horror by men and punished by gods—these are by no means 
always the same. The Tallensi of northern Ghana, for instance, 
do not worry about incest between brother and sister; they say 
this is just so impossible that nobody would ever contemplate 
it. But they think the unpardonable sin is sexual congress 
between a man and the wife of a lineage mate—something 
that many societies permit. Such a couple are by definition 
not genealogically close (because of the marriage prohibi- 
tions): yet, if the definition of incest is a forbidden sexual act 
which incurs divine wrath, this for the Tallensi is incest par 
excellence.+ 

Some anthropologists would say that the word ‘exogamy’, 
since it means ‘marrying out’, should be kept for the descent 
group fellow-members of which may not marry. In that case 
the rules forbidding marriage with certain persons outside 
the descent group would be described as additional prohibi- 
tions. 

Although the words ‘exogamous’ and ‘endogamous’ express 
opposite ideas, it should not be supposed that actual com- 
munities must be ezther one or the other. An Indian caste is 
endogamous in the sense that it is correct for people to marry 
in their own caste, but it is divided into exogamous descent 
groups. The Indian caste rules are the most striking example 
of endogamy, but one could loosely say that some African 
tribes are endogamous, in the sense that they do not like their 
members to marry outsiders, yet each has its exogamous 
divisions. 

1 As it was for Hamlet. 
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What is marriage? 


This discussion has anticipated the wider subject of mar- 
riage in general and its place in the social structure of small- 
scale societies. In such societies it is impossible to think separ- 
ately about marriage and about the procreation of children. 
Marriage provides a child with a socially recognized father and 
a socially recognized mother. In most patrilineal societies a 
child cannot belong to its father’s lineage unless its parents 
have been married in the appropriate way. In a matrilineal 
society every child belongs to its mother’s lineage, but it is still 
expected to have a socially recognized father. 

Marriage has been defined as ‘a union between a man and 
a woman such that children born to the woman are recognized 
legitimate offspring of both parents’, and this is a useful 
working definition.? Marriage creates new social relationships 
and reciprocal rights between the spouses, between each and 
the kin of the other, and establishes what will be the rights 
and status of the children when they are born. Every society 
has recognized procedures for creating such relationships 
and rights, and for making it known that they have been 
created. 

The rules of a society may require monogamy—that is, that 
each spouse may have one partner only, as with the Iban of 
Borneo or the Americans—or permit polygamy—that is that 
one or other spouse may be married simultaneously to two or 
more partners. The latter rule is more common among societies 
of simple technology. These words refer to rules about mar- 
riage, not to sex relations as such, and the adjectives mono- 
gamous and polygamous describe marriages or societies, but 
not individuals. To call an unfaithful husband or a sexually 
promiscuous person polygamous is a misuse of language, 
though people often do it. 

Much the commonest form of polygamy is the marriage of 
one man to a number of women; so much so that this is what 
most people understand by the word polygamy, though the 
pedantically correct term for it is polygyny. The marriage of a 
woman to a number of men is polyandry. 

Although the rights that are created by a marriage are re- 

1 Notes and Queries in Anthropology, 1951, p. 110. 


* Though there are rare cases in which it has been argued that marriage can 
only be said to exist if it is differently defined. See p. 86. 
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ciprocal—that is, both sides gain something—it is usual to 
consider this question from the point of view of the rights 
acquired by the husband. In the simpler societies, and indeed 
in some industrialized ones, women are never wholly indepen- 
dent. A woman must always be under the guardianship of some 
man, and when she marries her original guardian hands over 
some or all of his responsibility for her to her husband. It is 
correct to say that men dispose of women when marriages are 
made, although women may be allowed some freedom of 
choice. The woman’s guardian gives to some man the rights 
over her to which a husband is entitled, whatever these may 
be in a given society. For these the husband makes some re- 
turn, a return that should be thought of as part of a chain of 
mutual favours and not as a purchase price. 

The rights acquired by a husband differ markedly between 
patrilineal societies and those which are not patrilineal. In the 
former the woman’s kin give him the means of continuing his 
line and keeping his name alive, of building a numerous house- 
hold round him, of being remembered as an ancestor when he 
dies. It is no wonder that in so many African societies the hus- 
band and his kin are expected to give in return a number of 
cattle—commonly called bridewealth—always fixed by con- 
vention at a point which strains their resources, and that in 
some the husband is expected for the rest of his life to behave 
as an inferior towards the people who have made him such a 
priceless gift. 

Whereas in a patrilineal society a married woman bears 
children for her husband’s lineage, in a matrilineal society the 
children a woman bears, married or not, belong to her own. In 
such a society the husband acquires the right to her sexual 
fidelity and her domestic services, which include a considerable 
share in the work of growing the food that the family eats. Of 
course these rights are also acquired by the husband in a 
patrilineal society. It is not surprising that the gifts or services 
that the husband in a matrilineal society renders to his wife’s 
kinsmen impose much less of a strain on his resources than 
would the bridewealth. Goods and services due, as these are, 
from one party to another in virtue of status relationship are 
sometimes called prestations. 

The various rights that a husband can acquire over his wife 
have been divided into two classes, described by Latin phrases 
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—rights in uxorem and rights in genetricem. Rights in uxorem 
are rights over a woman considered as a sexual and domestic 
partner; rights in genetricem are rights over a woman con- 
sidered as a mother. 


Proay fathers 


In many patrilineal societies it is thought to be so important 
for every man to have legitimate progeny that arrangements 
of various kinds are made whereby the children begotten by 
one man are counted as those of another. These arrangements 
are all built on the principle that when bridewealth has been 
given for a woman, the children whom she bears are counted 
as the children of the man on whose behalf the bridewealth was 
given. Only if the bridewealth is returned can the woman give 
children to another man. She may conceive in adultery, or 
even leave her husband and live with another man, but as long 
as her husband’s cattle are with her lineage her children are 
his. This means that the boys inherit from him and not from 
their actual father, and he claims the bridewealth that is given 
for the girls. Anthropologists distinguish the legal from the 
actual (natural, biological, physical) father by the names pater 
and genitor. Where the genitor is not a mere adulterer, but a 
man in a socially approved relationship to the wife, we may 
call him a proay father. 

The commonest relationship of this kind is that created by 
the levirate (from the Latin levir, a husband’s brother). In 
many patrilineal societies a man’s heir is his next brother, who 
succeeds to his responsibilities and his status generally as well 
as inheriting his possessions. He thus becomes the guardian of 
his widows as well as of his children, and is expected, particu- 
larly if a widow is young and has not yet borne many children, 
to ‘raise up seed’, in the biblical expression, to his dead brother 
by cohabiting with her. This is an expression of the principle 
that a marriage made legal by bridewealth is not dissolved 
even by death; it can only be broken by the return of the 
marriage cattle. This principle operates often in another way; 
a widow who does not want to cohabit with her dead husband’s 
brother is often not forced to, but if she chooses to live with 


1 Latin phrases may jar on some people these days, but whatever is done 
about this they cannot be translated by ‘uxorial’ and ‘genetricial’, which mean 
‘of a wife’ and ‘of a mother’. 
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another man the children she has by him are still counted as 
her husband’s. 

A more remarkable kind of proxy father is that created by 
the institution that has been called ‘ghost-marriage’ by Evans- 
Pritchard, who observed it among the Nuer. The Nuer, and 
some other African peoples, believe that every man has a right 
to marry and found his own line of descent. It is the duty of his 
agnatic kin to provide cattle, from the herds which they own 
in common, to enable him to do so. But sometimes a young 
man dies before his marriage arrangements have been com- 
pleted; or a man has only daughters, or his sons die before they 
grow up. It is then the duty of his nearest kinsman to ‘marry 
a wife to his name’. The children of this marriage will count as 
the dead man’s children; and since most Nuer cannot afford to 
marry more than one wife, this husband in his turn will die 
without heirs, and a kinsman will have to make a ‘ghost- 
marriage’ for him. Evans-Pritchard reckoned that there must 
be as many ghost-marriages as ordinary marriages. 

It is also possible sometimes for a woman to provide bride- 
wealth cattle, and so establish the right to count another 
woman’s children as hers. It is usually barren women who do 
this. Such women often practise as diviners, and so may attain 
considerable wealth in cattle paid them in fees. The woman- 
husband nominates a man to cohabit with her ‘wife’; she has 
the same legal rights as any husband, and can claim compensa- 
tion if the wife commits adultery. It should not be thought 
that the Nuer are peculiar in this respect; other well-known 
examples are the Zulu and the Yoruba-speaking people of 
Dahomey. 


The family 
Marriage lays the legal foundations for the family, but the 
family can exist without marriage. A family is a domestic 
group in which parents and children live together, and in its 
elementary form it consists of a couple with their children. 
This is often called the nuclear or elementary family. Societies 
in which this does not exist as a domestic group are very rare. 
Evans-Pritchard made a classification of types of family 
which would be useful for many patrilineal societies.1 The 
natural family consists of parents, whether married or not, and 
1 Kinship and Marriage among the Nuer, 1951, pp. 108 ff. 
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their children. If the parents are not married their relationship 
is one of concubinage. The simple legal family consists of a 
married couple and their children (and so may be also a 
natural family). The polygynous family is a complew legal 
family; it has been described as a number of separate families 
linked by their relationship to a common father. A ghost- 
family consists of the ghost (the pater), his wife, their children, 
and the kinsman who became their genitor in virtue of his duty 
towards the ghost. (Evans-Pritchard did not invent a name for 
the family set up by the bridewealth paid by a woman.) 

Among the peculiarities of matrilineal societies (and they do 
have peculiarities, they do not merely seem peculiar to 
westerners) is the fact that with them the family does not 
always, or at all times, constitute a domestic group. The most 
remarkable example is the traditional marriage system of the 
Nayars of the Malabar coast in southern India. These are the 
people for whom a special definition of marriage has seemed to 
be necessary if they are to be regarded as possessing that in- 
stitution. The Nayars were not only matrilineal but also 
polyandrous.! Every Nayar girl was ritually ‘married’ before 
puberty to a man of a lineage linked to her own, who after this 
ceremony need have no further contact with her. The perform- 
ance of this rite authorized a girl, when she became nubile, to 
have sexual relations with men who visited her in her home 
for the purpose. If she became pregnant, one of these was ex- 
pected to acknowledge paternity by paying the midwife for 
her delivery, but he had no responsibility for the maintenance 
of the child; this rested with its mother’s lineage. Its bio- 
logical paternity must often have been in doubt. 

Such a system was only practicable because the Nayar men 
were professional soldiers, and expected to be away from home 
during a great part of their lives. It cannot quite be squeezed 
into the definition of marriage that has been given. Yet it does 
provide children with legal parents. The girl was not legally 
entitled to be a mother unless she had been through the ritual 
marriage. The range of men she might receive as husbands was 
limited by lineage exogamy, and by prohibitions against rela- 
tions with men of lower caste. A father of appropriate rank 
must be forthcoming to establish the caste status of the child, 


1K. K. Gough, ‘The Nayars and the Definition of Marriage’, Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute, 1959, pp. 23-84. 
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a matter of as great importance here as lineage membership 
in a patrilineal society. 

Another society in which the family need not be a domestic 
group is the Ashanti, where husband and wife after marriage 
go on living among their own kin; for this reason the Ashanti 
like to find their spouses in the same village, in contrast to 
peoples who prefer to marry outside the village and so spread 
their network of affinal ties as widely as possible. Fortes has 
described how an Ashanti village at sunset is full of little boys 
carrying steaming dishes on their heads from mother to father 
—sometimes exchanging between two houses, if in each house 
there is a woman married to a man in the other. Thus, when 
they are first married, both spouses live among their lineage 
kin, and the husband does not have to suffer the disadvan- 
tages of a ‘stranger’ subject to the authority of a kinsman of 
his wife. But every man wants to establish a home of his own 
—a, substantial house that has cost money to build—where his 
wife will live with him. Many men achieve this during the 
time that their children are growing up. But in a study made 
by Fortes three-quarters of the wives in an old-fashioned vil- 
lage, and nearly half the wives in a village that was strongly 
influenced by modern ideas, chose to live their whole life 
among their own kin.? 

In most matrilineal societies the family constitutes a domes- 
tic group, and there results a conflict between the domestic 
authority of the father and the jwral authority? of the lineage 
head, who would normally be a brother of the mother. This 
may be resolved by rules that require a couple, or their 
children, to live in different places at different stages of their 
lives. Thus in the Trobriands a boy grows up in his father’s 
house, but when he marries and sets up house he is expected 
to live in the village of his mother’s brother, where he has a 
claim to land; so, unless he marries a daughter of his mother’s 
brother, his bride is removed from the vicinity of her kin just 
as in a patrilineal society. Among the Yao and Cewa of 
Malawi the rules apply to the residence of the couple. When a 
man first marries he must live at his wife’s home, but later he 


1‘Time and Social Structure’, in Fortes ed. Social Structure, 1949, pp. 
54-84. 

2i,e. authority in matters of rights and duties: distribution of property, 
guardianship of minors, giving of women in marriage and the like. 
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may be allowed to remove her to a village of his own matri- 
lineal kin. So by the time his daughters are old enough to 
marry he will be the head of the homestead to which their 
husbands come. Among the Bemba, near neighbours of the 
Cewa, it used to be thought correct for a couple to live in the 
village of the wife’s parents until they had married daughters 
of their own living with them. Then this whole body of people 
might move away and found a new village. 

In societies where descent is the most important principle of 
social grouping, there are usually rules about where a young 
couple should live (though these may not always be kept, and 
it does not follow that a couple will live all their lives in the 
place where they first set up house). It would seem logical that 
a new family should live near the kin from which the children 
would take their lineage membership, those of the father or 
mother as the case might be. On this assumption writers early 
in this century divided types of marriage into patrilocal and 
matrilocal; some have also written about patrilocal and matri- 
local societies. Nowadays we use words like this to describe 
neither marriages nor societies, but rules of residence. In patri- 
lineal societies the position is usually clear: a young husband 
takes his bride to the homestead or village of his father. But 
matrilineal societies are much more complicated because, 
while the children belong to their mother’s lineage, it is not 
immediately obvious which of her male relatives the young 
couple should attach themselves to: it may be her father, it 
may be that mother’s brother who is her lineage authority. 
Where it is definitely the mother’s brother, some people have 
called the rule avunculocal.+ Others have tried to get out of the 
difficulty by saying virilocal and uzorilocal, meaning ‘with the 
husband’s people’ or ‘with the wife’s people’. Though it is 
necessary to be able to understand these words when you meet 
them, it is not really necessary to use them much; they are 
convenient when one is stating the rule in a given society, but 
one can get on quite well without saying that a particular 
couple have ‘married uxorilocally’ or are ‘living avunculocally’. 

It should always be remembered that many people do not 
live where the accepted principles of their society would re- 
quire them to. Particularly in patrilineal societies, people will 


* Occasionally, as among the Trobriands, they live with the mother’s brother 
of the husband. 
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often be found living in a local group to the head of which 
they are attached by other than agnatic ties. 


Affines 

A marriage creates relationships of affinity between people 
who may have been strangers or even enemies before. I have 
already quoted the saying, ‘Those whom we marry are those 
with whom we fight.’ This may mean no more than the prin- 
ciple that lineage kin should not fight with one another, while 
they should stand together to defend their interests against 
outsiders. But a marriage is often a way of sealing a peace be- 
tween hostile groups. In such circumstances there is likely to 
be a certain constraint between the spouses and their new 
affines, and there are often prescribed rules of behaviour which 
in one way or another limit the possibilities of awkward situa- 
tions. One form of prescribed behaviour is avoidance, or, as we 
more commonly call it nowadays, formal respect. This is 
usually required at the outset from each spouse in relation to 
the other’s parents. In South Africa a Xhosa bride is expected 
to show respect to all her husband’s senior kinsmen by keeping 
away from the parts of the homestead associated with men. 
The right side of every dwelling is the men’s side, and the 
cattle kraal is a place of men; so a young woman has to make 
great detours around the homestead to get from one part to 
another. If she meets one of these men on a path she must 
move off into the grass. She must not speak their names or 
even words that sound like them. In a matrilineal society it is 
the husband who is a stranger in the homestead and must be- 
have as such, but young husbands rarely seem to be subject to 
such stringent rules as young wives. For both, the restrictions 
are relaxed as the years go by. 

Wherever a married couple live, there is always much visit- 
ing between affines, and in this context also rules of respect 
must be observed towards affines of a senior generation. Some- 
times there are ‘avoidances’ in the strict sense of the word; a 
person must refrain from using the name of a senior affine, 
must not come face-to-face with a senior affine of opposite sex, 
must avoid sexual references in the presence of such a person. 
In patrilineal societies men may be expected to show respect 
to their affines in a positive way, and particularly in the stan- 
dard of hospitality offered them. A visiting relative must be 
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offered a meal. Among numbers of East African peoples you 
cannot offer him less than a fowl, a rare delicacy where people 
seldom eat meat; if he turns up unexpectedly and you haven't 
got one, you must borrow or buy. 

The rules of the Nyoro of Uganda express quite clearly their 
sense of the indebtedness of the husband to the lineage who 
have given him his wife. They are expected to treat him 
politely when he visits them—cook special food for him and 
have a young woman wait on him when he eats it. But he has 
to behave with the submissiveness of a youth in the presence 
of his elders, call his father-in-law ‘master’, and must not argue 
with him or even raise his voice in his house. It is his duty to 
pay visits of respect to his parents-in-law every two or three 
months, and on such a visit he must always bring some 
present; if they ask him for help in some job such as building, 
or taking produce to market, he must give it. 

Nyoro explain the constraint of this relationship by saying 
that it is a matter of dealings with ‘outsiders’. As I remarked 
earlier, kith can repudiate you, kin cannot. Affinal relation- 
ships are at the outset relationships between kith. They are 
not ‘given’; they are a matter of choice. It may be unlikely 
that they would be broken off, but it is not impossible; there- 
fore people must be especially careful in such relationships not 
to give offence. This explanation would hold good for most 
mile of respect towards affines. They apply in a context where 
causes of offence may well arise, since spouses often quarrel, 
and when they do the wife’s kinsmen are likely to take her 

part. 

' But there is another way of dealing with this kind of deli- 
cate relationship—a relationship which requires people to be 
on friendly terms although circumstances may give rise to ten- 
sions between them. This is what anthropologists call the 
joking relationship. Parties to such a relationship are allowed 
and expected to behave towards one another in ways that 
would be considered outrageous in every other context. Insult 
and obscenity are permitted, and the victim is obliged to take 
it all in good part. One would not expect this kind of be- 
haviour to be legitimate between persons of different genera- 
tions, since respect for elders is one of the fundamental rules 
in all simple societies; and it is usually characteristic of the 
relations between a man and the brothers and sisters of his 
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wife. Radcliffe-Brown has called it an attitude of ‘mutual dis- 
respect’.1 Examples may be found in places as far apart as 
North America, East Africa and Fiji. 


Mother’s brother and sister’s son 


But there is in very many patrilineal societies a one-sided 
relationship characterized by ‘privileged disrespect’. This is 
the relationship between a man and his mother’s brother, in 
which the younger man is not only entitled to behave towards 
the elder with what would to anyone else be quite unbecoming 
familiarity, but may also help himself to his property. Among 
the Tsonga of Portuguese East Africa, a nephew who arrives 
when food has just been cooked may eat it up and leave none 
for his uncle. Among the Nyoro a nephew who is refused food 
may stamp on the stones that are used to stand pots on over 
the fire that is made on the ground, and this is a form of cursing 
which will make it impossible ever to cook on that fire again.’ 
A sister’s son is sometimes also entitled to seize and run off 
with a part of the meat when his mother’s brother is making 
a sacrifice. Such usages are found in Polynesia as well as in 
Africa. 

Although anthropologists habitually write of the mother’s 
brother and the sister’s son, most uncles have many nephews 
and most nephews many uncles. Occasionally, however, as in 
parts of Southern Africa, it is the rule that every brother is 
paired with a particular sister, and so is the mother’s brother 
to her children. 

The special position of the sister’s son was at one time inter- 
preted as a survival from the matrilineal stage of society 
which was supposed everywhere to have preceded the patri- 
lineal, and his claim on his uncle’s property could with some 
show of reason be considered as a relic of the time when he 
was his uncle’s heir. But, as Radcliffe-Brown pointed out, 
where the mother’s brother is the lineage authority he is 
treated with the same respect as the father in a patrilineal 
system, and a relationship marked by an unusual degree of 


1‘On Joking Relationships’, in Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 
1952, p. 92. 

2 J. H. M. Beattie, ‘Nyoro Marriage and Affinity’, Africa, 1958, p. 20. In this 
case the licensed disrespect is accompanied by strict rules of respect in other 
contexts. 
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familiarity can hardly be thought of as a survival of its 
opposite. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s original interpretation was what is called 
the ‘extension theory’. In societies based on kinship, he said, 
people group their kin into categories towards whom and from 
whom particular kinds of behaviour are appropriate. This 
categorization is based on analogies between kin within the 
immediate family and more distant relatives. The principle on 
which these were ultimately based is ‘the social equivalence of 
siblings’. The behaviour appropriate between parents and their 
children was extended to the siblings of both. In patrilineal 
societies the father is the source of authority and discipline and 
so must be treated with respect, and similar respect must 
be given both to his brothers and sisters; the father’s sister 
has fallen out of the picture in more recent arguments, but 
Radcliffe-Brown did adduce instances where she exercises 
authority over her brother’s children and is much feared by 
them, and the Tikopia provide a further example. But the 
mother’s brother, as the sibling of the tender, indulgent 
mother, is expected to treat his sister’s children with the same 
indulgence that she does, and so are his ancestors even; that is 
why he can steal their sacrificial meat. Radcliffe-Brown related 
this explanation to the fact that in a great many societies all 
over the world the word for mother’s brother etymologically 
means ‘male mother’. Later, however, he saw the ‘joking rela- 
tionship’ as a means of mitigating potential hostility between 
the lineages which are linked by a marriage. 

The explanation in terms of family sentiment would have 
been expected rather from Malinowski, for whom the family 
provided ‘the initial situation’ for the learning of social be- 
haviour. Malinowski did his work in a matrilineal society, 
and in his descriptions of it he had much to say about the 
indulgence of fathers towards children over whom they did not 
hold authority. Homans and Schneider’s interpretation of 
cross-cousin marriage?! is derived from a combination of these 
two writers’ theories. 

A recent study of the mother’s-brother /sister’s son rela- 
tionship relies rather on the principle of complementary filia- 
tion. This was published by the Cambridge anthropologist 


*G. Homans and D. Schneider, Marriage, Authority and Final Causes, 
1955. 
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J. R. Goody in 1959.1 He begins by following Malinowski’s 
principle that ‘it is sometimes valuable to state the obvious’, 
and reminds us that mothers are just as tender and indulgent 
in matrilineal as in patrilineal societies. Next he asks whether 
the stealing of the sacrificial meat, which is the nephew's 
action, can really be interpreted as an expression of indul- 
gence by the wnele. 

Most contemporary anthropologists in Britain reject the 
approach which begins with the family and moves outwards, 
and prefer to look for explanations in the nature of unilineal 
descent groups. Such groups are property-holding corpora- 
tions; claims to share the property of the living, and inherit 
that of the dead, are derived from membership of them, and 
this kind of common interest is a source of tension rather than 
of the harmony that should prevail between brothers. One of 
the group may resent the way the property is laid out by the 
man in control of it, or question the fairness of his share of the 
inheritance. If the corporate property of the group includes a 
claim to office, particularly kingship, there is bound to be com- 
petition for it; among some East African peoples the potential 
heirs were actually expected to fight for the kingship, if neces- 
sary killing their brothers. 

With kin outside the lineage there is no such competition, 
and this is one reason why their relationship is expected to be 
an easy and friendly one. Rivals for office seek the support of 
their matrilateral kin, who cannot oust them from their posi- 
tion, and who give support because they can expect to be re- 
warded with subordinate offices if their candidate is successful. 

In other contexts too the mother’s brother (or the sister’s 
son, depending whether you are looking upwards from the 
junior generation or downwards from the senior) is, as Goody 
has pointed out, the closest kinsman who does not belong to 
the lineage. When the Lo Wiili of northern Ghana make sacri- 
fices to their ancestors it is because they wish to appease their 
anger; but because they are afraid of this anger, they get a 
sister’s son, whom the lineage ancestors cannot harm, to 
approach them by making a ‘peace offering’, the reception of 
which will show whether the ancestors are willing to be pla- 
cated. It is as a reward for this service, at any rate in this case, 


1 ‘The Mother’s Brother and the Sister’s Son in West Africa’, Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute, 1959, pp. 61-88. 
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that the sister’s son gets his share of the meat. The ‘snatching’ 
Goody interprets as an assertion of what he calls a ‘residual 
claim’. In systems of unilineal descent siblings are not equiva- 
lent, because either the brothers or the sisters are debarred 
from transmitting lineage property to their children. The one 
who cannot transmit property Goody calls the ‘residual sib- 
ling’. When a man snatches property from a member of his 
mother’s lineage he is in a sense acting on her behalf, asserting 
what Goody calls her ‘submerged rights’. He must do this in 
an aggressive manner, because he is in fact an outsider to the 
group within which claims are recognized. In a matrilineal 
society the brother is the ‘residual sibling’, and the ‘submerged 
claim’ is the one that a man could make through his father. 
But since men, unlike women, control property in matrilineal 
as well as in patrilineal societies, fathers do manage to hand 
over property to their sons by giving it while they are alive; 
hence there is no need for ‘snatching’ in a matrilineal society. 
Goody expresses this as a recognition by the father of his son’s 
‘residual claim’, whereas Malinowski saw it as an evasion by 
the father of the rules of a matrilineal society. 


Kinship terminology 


It is now time to return to the question of kinship termino- 
logy. Lewis H. Morgan gave the name classificatory to the 
mode of grouping of kin into categories which he found to be 
characteristic of so many small-scale societies. There is nothing 
to be surprised at in the fact that people do label, or cate- 
gorize, the persons who are related to them by ties of ‘blood’: 
brother, cousin, uncle, are all labels of this kind. Every lan- 
guage provides them. 

What Morgan meant by a classificatory system was one 
in which names which apply to lineal relatives (e.g. father, 
mother, son, grandson) may also be used for collateral rela- 
tives. In suchsystems a father’s brotheris called ‘father’ and his 
sons are all called ‘brother’. Morgan ascribed this practice to a 
failure to distinguish one’s own line of descent from collateral 
lines; at the time when these terms came into use, he thought, 
people cannot have known who their own fathers were, so 
they gave the name to a number of people any of whom might 
have been the speaker’s father. He knew that the Iroquois 
among whom he had lived had no such difficulty, and this was 
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what led him to explain this kind of terminology as a survival 
from days when groups of brothers were married to groups of 
sisters. 

Rivers found the explanation of features of these systems in 
rules prescribing or allowing marriages with different relatives. 
In what is known as the Omaha type of terminology, a type 
found among several American Indian tribes and in parts of 
East Africa and New Guinea, a man uses the same term for 
his mother and for the daughters of his mother’s brother. 
Rivers explained this by conjecturing that in the old days in 
these societies a man would expect to marry the daughter of 
his wife’s brother. This woman would then become the step- 
mother of his sons. So the sons were brought up to anticipate 
the creation of this relationship (an event which was by no 
means certain) by calling her ‘mother’. 

When anthropologists turned to the principle that customs 
would be best explained in terms of their contemporary sig- 
nificance, they began to see these systems, as we do today, as 
ways of grouping relatives according to the behaviour to be 
expected of them by the person using the terms. All men called 
‘father’ must be treated with respect, and all such men have 
some degree of authority over, and also responsibility for, all 
men whom they call ‘son’; the special relationship which exists 
in most patrilineal societies between men who address one 
another as ‘mother’s brother’ and ‘sister’s son’ has been 
discussed. 

The standard way of recording the terminology of any 
society is to get hold of some member of it who understands 
what you are after and ask him ‘What do you call X or Y (the 
father, sister’s son, grandson &c. (naming the persons concerned) 
of the informant)?’ This is done along with the drawing up of 
genealogies, so that the questions are not completely abstract 
but are directed to actual cases. Then the scheme of kinship 
terms is drawn up with ‘Ego’ in the middle. 

This mode of operation led almost inevitably to the ‘exten- 
sion theory’. Once it was recognised that everyone did in fact 
distinguish between near and distant relatives who were all 
called ‘father’, new explanations of the wide application of 
such terms had to be sought. Malinowski, and to some extent 
also Radcliffe-Brown, thought of the extension of terminology 
and the extension of sentiments in much the same way. A child 
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grows up in a home with its parents and siblings, it learns the 
appropriate relationship terms for them, and as other kins- 
men appear on its horizon it extends the terms over a wider 
and wider range. Someone once remarked in his seminar that 
most English infants say ‘Dada’ whenever they see a man, and 
have to learn later that the name is appropriate in one case 
only. It was also observed that, in the dwelling of an extended 
family, a child is more likely to learn first that several men 
are called ‘father’, and later that one of these has a specially 
close relationship to himself. 

Radcliffe-Brown explained the classification of lineage kin 
on the principle of the unity of the sibling group, and that of 
affinal kin in terms of the wnity of the lineage group. He used 
this principle to explain the peculiarities of the Omaha ter- 
minology (which is not peculiar to the Omaha, but has been 
found to be one of the typical ways of classifying one’s non- 
lineage kin). In a patrilineal society every person is related 
through women to a number of different lineages; in fact there 
must be an infinite number, but the ones that matter are the 
ones that he is aware of and that he comes in contact with, so 
that it is of practical importance to classify them by terms in- 
dicating the relationship. In the Fox tribe of American Indians, 
an example of Omaha type terminology, who have been 
studied in some detail, the significant lineages are those of a 
man’s wife, his wife’s mother, his own mother and the mothers 
of his two parents. He groups together, and so describes and 
addresses by one term, all the men of his mother’s lineage, 
whatever their generation, all the men of either grandmother’s 
lineage, and all the men of his wife’s lineage. The only way to 
translate these terms into English is by using our name for the 
closest relative in each of the categories—‘mother’s brother’, 
‘grandfather’ and ‘brother-in-law’. But this should not lead us 
to suppose that the terms refer primarily to these close rela- 
tives and only in some metaphorical sense to more distant 
ones. If this had been recognized in Rivers’s day he need not 
have had recourse to conjectures about old-time marriage 
customs.! 

The recording and analysis of these systems is an important 
part of fieldwork. The list of terms, with their application, 
gives us the skeleton of the social structure, and shows how 

1 Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952, pp. 70 ff. 
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the people concerned see the world of their social relationships. 
The roles associated with the relationships to which the terms 
apply can always be described by the people who use them, 
though the observer will get a fuller picture of the expectations 
attached to them by hearing comments on the way individuals 
play them. The observer, too, can detect such structural prin- 
ciples as lineage unity, of the implications of which the 
members of the society are not conscious. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


Malinowski’s views on the function of incest prohibitions are ex- 
pounded in his Sex and Repression in Savage Society (1924). The 
somewhat similar theory of C. Lévi-Strauss on exogamy is to be 
found in the introduction, and Part I of his long book Les Structures 
Elémentaires de la Parenté (1949). 

Cross-cousin marriage is a major theme of the same book, which, 
it is only fair to inform the reader, has no index and has not yet 
been translated. The views of Lévi-Strauss have been criticized in 
G. Homans and D. M. Schneider, Marriage, Authority and Final 
Causes (1955), and defended in R. Needham, Structure and Senti- 
ment (1960). E. R. Leach has discussed the subject from another 
point of view in ‘The Structural Implications of Matrilateral Cross- 
Cousin Marriage’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 
1951. 

M. Fortes, ‘Analysis and Description in Social Anthropology’, in 
The Advancement of Science, 1953, discusses the jural implications 
of marriage in matrilineal and patrilineal societies respectively. 
E. K. Gough, “The Nayars and the Definition of Marriage’, Journal 
of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1959, is more valuable for its 
description of the Nayar system than for its attempt to devise a 
form of words that will entitle the Nayars to claim the institution 
of marriage. 

A. R. Radcliffe-Brown and D. Forde eds., African Systems of 
Kinship and Marriage (1950), contains an introduction by Rad- 
cliffe-Brown, some of which is now rather out of date in its treat- 
ment of the subject, and nine ethnographic accounts by different 
authors. 

A good discussion of the distinction between pater and genitor, 
and the possible ways in which one who is not the genitor of a child 
may become its pater, is to be found in E. E. Evans-Pritchard, 
Kinship and Marriage among the Nuer (1951). This book also dis- 
cusses the significance of the bridewealth payment and its relation 
to marriage stability. The question of the circumstances in which 
people defer the payment of bridewealth is one of a number of 
interesting topics discussed in M. Fortes ed., Marriage in Tribal 
Societies (1962). 
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Any anthropological monograph must discuss family and mar- 
riage in detail, and there would be little value in giving a long list 
of them here. An article which has been used as a source in, this 
chapter is J. H. M. Beattie, Nyoro Kinship, Marriage and Affinity 
(International African Institute Memorandum, 1958). J. R. Goody 
ed., The Developmental Cycle in Domestic Groups (1958), discusses 
the ways in which family configurations change as children grow 
up and found their own families. This is also the theme of M. Fortes, 
“Time and Social Structure’, in M. Fortes ed., Social Structure, 1949. 

Joking relationships are discussed by Radcliffe-Brown in an 
essay in his collection, Structure and Function in Primitive Society 
(1952). The special relationship between mother’s brother and 
sister’s son is discussed with reference to the Nyoro in the article by 
Beattie just quoted, and with reference to the peoples of Northern 
Ghana in J. R. Goody, “The Mother’s Brother and the Sister’s Son 
in West Africa’, Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 1959. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s views on classificatory terminology are given 
in his introduction to African Systems of Kinship and Marriage, as 
well as in the essay ‘The Study of Kinship Systems’ in Structure 
and Function in Primitive Society. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


POLITICS WITHOUT THE STATE 


THE nineteenth-century anthropologists who sought to trace 
the history of society from its original condition had in the 
back of their minds an assumption that man was at one time 
as it were socially naked, and later began to clothe himself with 
institutions—proceeding, for example, from complete promis- 
cuity to regulated marriage. 

We should be more inclined today to suppose that there 
must have been institutions of some kind as long as there have 
been creatures who qualified to be described as men. One 
current definition of man is ‘a tool-making animal’; one might 
guess that people claimed property in their flint implements 
as soon as they discovered how to make them, and along with 
property there must go rules about who can dispose of it, who 
can inherit it, what is to be done if people dispute over it. 

But the nineteenth-century hypothesis might seem more 
plausible in the field of political institutions. We know from the 
study of history how these have developed over the centuries 
in various parts of the world. Whereas in the field of domestic 
relationships we now feel confident that the individual family 
has always been recognized, we cannot say of the various types 
of government observed in small-scale societies that any of 
them has ‘always been there’. 


What is politics? 


Morgan dealt with this subject by dividing the political evolu- 
tion of humanity into two stages; though unlike some more 
recent writers he thought both had government. The earlier, 
he supposed, was ‘founded upon persons, and upon relations 
purely personal’; that means, of course, kinship. He called this 
‘social organization’, and this may be the reason why to many 
American anthropologists today social organization means kin- 
ship, whereas in Britain it means the total organization of 
society. Morgan held that the idea of property arose only later, 
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along with the idea of territory as the basis of a common 
government. He gave the name ‘political organization’ only 
to a government claiming authority over a definite territory, 
and this he called the state. Brought up, as were all his con- 
temporaries, on Latin and Greek, te knew that polis originally 
meant a city. 

Since his day some anthropologists have equated govern- 
ment as such with the state, but have argued that people who 
have no government still have political systems; while the 
most recent discussion of the subject in Britain maintains that, 
if government is appropriately defined, every society will be 
found to have it.? 

Maine, like Morgan, believed that the conception of political 
allegiance owed to a territorial authority arose fairly late in the 
history of mankind, and made a change in human relationships 
so dramatic as to deserve the name of revolution.? 

Schapera has pointed out that there are no societies in 
which membership of a political unit (what he calls a political 
community) depends solely upon kinship, and none in which 
all persons who are linked by kinship are subject in virtue of 
that link to a common authority. His illustrations come from 
the kind of societies that Morgan would have described as 
having social but not political organization: the Australian 
aborigines or the Bushmen of south-western Africa. Morgan 
himself naturally had American Indians in mind. These are 
peoples who neither keep domestic animals nor practise agri- 
culture, but live by hunting wild animals and collecting wild 
berries and roots; thus their technological level is the lowest 
possible. They move about in very small bands, each politically 
distinct in the sense that it recognizes no external authority, 
and all members of the band are, or are considered to be, kin; 
it is characteristic of these societies of smallest scale that they 
do not conceive of any relationship between two persons which 
cannot be described by a kinship term. 

But the fact that the band think of themselves as being all 
kin does not preclude their believing they have joint rights 
over a territory, and in fact this 7s what they believe; they may 


* Lewis H. Morgan, Ancient Society, 1958 edn., pp. 6-7, 71. 

* See especially M. Fortes and E. Evans-Pritchard, African Political Systems, 
1940, and I. Schapera, Government and Politics in Tribal Societies, 1956. 

3 Ancient Law, 1930 edn., p. 144. 
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allow outsiders into their territory, but they claim it as their 
own and nobody else’s. Moreover, the argument that in these 
societies kinship is the sole basis on which government rests is 
vulnerable from another direction, in that all persons who are 
related by common descent do not belong to the same band, 
or, as we can now put it, the same territorial unit. Bands are 
exogamous, so that the men must get their wives from other 
bands. But the women who marry in accept the authority of 
the leader of the band they join, and the women who marry 
out are no longer subject to the authority of the leader of the 
band they have left. 

The study of political systems has been developed in recent 
years largely with reference to Africa, because that continent 
provides examples of states (defined as something more than 
territorial units) such as could not be paralleled in the fields 
favoured by the earlier anthropologists, with their preference 
for hunting bands and small island populations. The collection 
of studies by pupils of Malinowski, published in 1940 with the 
title African Political Systems, contained two introductions, 
one by its editors Fortes and Evans-Pritchard and one by 
Radcliffe-Brown, which gave definitions of a political system 
and also of government. Unlike Morgan, Fortes and Evans- 
Pritchard held that all societies do not have government; for 
them, only states have government, and this is characterized 
by ‘centralized authority, territorial administration and judi- 
cial institutions’. But, again unlike Morgan, they maintained 
that every society has a political system, and that this operates 
within a territorial framework. 

What then did they understand by a political system? The 
definition which was given by Radcliffe-Brown was a func- 
tional one in the sense that he asked, in effect, what it is that 
political institutions do in a society, and how we identify them 
where we do not find the clearly recognizable characteristics of 
the state. His answer was that a political system is ‘that part 
of the total organization’ (of a society) ‘which is concerned 
with the maintenance or establishment of social order, within 
a territorial framework, by the organized exercise of coercive 
authority through the use, or the possibility of the use, of 
physical force’. The political system, then, is what supports 
the system of rights and obligations that any society must 


1 African Political Systems, p. xiv. 
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have if it is to be a society at all (since a society ts a body of 
people linked together by mutually recognized rights and 
obligations). } 

Schapera’s more recent discussion of the subject rejects a 
definition which makes the command or use of force the sole 
criterion of a political system. He points out that the leaders 
of Bushman and Bergdama bands do not command force for 
the punishment of offenders, yet their authority is recognized. 
This is an argument which one must accept as logically valid. 
But confronted with the proposition, ‘Political systems need 
not rest on the control of force’, one cannot help reflecting that 
only the very smallest can do without it. More significant, 
however, is Schapera’s reminder that the organization of public 
activities and the taking of decisions on behalf of the whole 
community are also political activities; in his view they do 
more for the maintenance of social order than does the use of 
force in support of just claims. He then argues that every 
society recognizes certain roles which can be described as 
governmental; there are certain persons whose ‘recognized and 
regular activity’ it is ‘to attend to the conduct of public 
affairs’.1 The body of persons who have a common set of 
officials, and who do not recognize any authority above them, 
he calls the political community—‘a group of people organized 
into a single unit managing its affairs independently of external 
control’.? 

Schapera’s argument is a valuable reminder to students of 
political systems that they should not overlook the decision- 
making functions of government in their preoccupation with 
its law-and-order functions. But it remains true that in those 
societies which Fortes and Evans-Pritchard call ‘acephalous’ 
(‘headless’) it is extremely difficult to identify a political 
community recognizing a single set of common leaders or 
organizers. 

Questions of the nature of authority, what makes it legiti- 
mate, when obedience may or should be refused, how to pre- 
vent those who hold it from abusing it, have engaged men’s 
minds for many centuries. As a result, the words ‘politics’ and 
‘political’ have become encrusted with associations, and it is 


1 Government and Politics in Tribal Societies, p. 208. 
SD Gh» jo, Ss 
* See L. P. Mair, Primitive Government, 1962, Chapter 2. 
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vain at this date to try to fit their different uses into a logical 
scheme. But it may be useful to mention some of the ways in 
which they are used in anthropological discourse. 

The most comprehensive phrase is ‘political system’; con- 
temporary anthropologists agree in principle that every 
society has a political system, though ethnographic accounts 
of the small island societies do not always make it clear what 
this is.1 As has just been pointed out, anthropologists may 
classify political systems in different ways, some saying that 
every political system is a governmental system and some 
holding that some political systems are not. It is also necessary 
to distinguish between government, which is a process, and a 
government, which is a set of recognized offices. 

The word ‘politics’ is sometimes used to mean the study of 
government. But a political system implies a wider field of 
activities than those we have in mind when we think of 
government. Within a political system students of ‘politics’ 
in this sense often distinguish ‘politics’ from ‘administration’. 
When this distinction is made, ‘politics’ refers to any kind of 
contest to gain power within the political system, whether by 
fighting an election or trying to poison your competitors; and 
‘administration’ means the conduct of public affairs by the 
people who have acquired legitimate power by getting into 
office. ‘Politics’, again, is the process of discussion and 
manoeuvring which goes on before a decision is taken, ‘admini- 
stration’ the carrying out of the decision. In these senses 
‘politics’ as an activity can be observed in bodies which are not 
in themselves political, such as a church or a university; but 
in the ordinary use of language one would not describe the 
competition for religious privilege, or the struggle for a change 
of syllabus, or the aims with which these contests are pursued, 
as ‘political’. Accordingly some might regard as too broad the 
definition which says that ‘political relations must be described 
in terms of how particular rights and privileges are maintained 
or promoted’.? But there is no need to choose one of these 
definitions and reject the rest. Each suggests different ques- 
tions which can profitably be asked if one is looking for that 
part of a social system which deserves to be called its politics 
or its government. 


1 A noteworthy exception is J. Singh Uberoi, Politics of the Kula Ring, 1962. 
2 A. Sommerfelt, Political Cohesion in a Stateless Society, 1958, p. 174. 
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Some types of political system 


It would be a tedious and unrewarding enterprise to try to 
enumerate all the different ways in which small-scale societies 
organize their political life, and even more so to attempt to 
classify them into types.! But it is interesting to consider 
some of the varieties that anthropological study has revealed. 
The distinction made by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard between 
those peoples which look to a single head as a source of 
authority and those which do not (the acephalous societies) is 
useful as a starting-point. 

A community may look to a single head either when it is 
very small, and the head is in direct contact with all its mem- 
bers, or when it is very large, so that only a system of authority 
extending from a single centre could hold it together. Popula- 
tions that recognize common rights and obligations but do not 
look to a single authority may be thought of as falling between 
the two. Some tiny states, however, actually include popula- 
tions no larger than the typical Nuer or Dinka tribe which 
recognizes no chief. 

Typical of the smallest political unit is the Bushman band of 
fifty to a hundred persons moving together from one water- 
hole to the next. This is what is called a ‘face-to-face’ com- 
munity, in which every member is known to every other. In 
the evening all the men gather round a fire in the middle of 
the camp, and decisions for community action emerge from 
their informal talk. The chief is the leader, not in the sense 
that he can overrule the opinion of the other men (which 
would be impossible since he has no means of compelling them 
to accept his wishes), but in the sense that he is expected to 
organize the activities that have been decided upon; he tells 
the hunters where they are to go, when they bring back meat 
he divides it, he leads them in their moves from one water-hole 
to the next and in attacks on neighbouring bands, and he 
conducts negotiations with other bands on such matters as 
permission to enter his territory, or the conclusion of a marriage 

1 The discovery of a type of African political system not mentioned by 
Fortes and Evans-Pritchard is triumphantly proclaimed from time to time. 
Their book contains a paragraph which could be taken to imply that the 
classification into two types of the eight societies described in it could be im- 
posed on all African societies; if they did not hedge this statement about with 


qualifications, this was because they were not interested in classification into 
types as an end in itself. 
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with one of their members, or the organization of a joint 
ritual.1 


An acephalous society 


The classic example of an acephalous society is provided by the 
Nuer of the southern Sudan as they were thirty years ago. 
Kach kin group, and each village, was autonomous, and the 
respect of individuals for the rights of others was secured 
through the recognition that a man who was injured had the 
right to seek redress by force, and would have the backing of 
his kin and village-mates in doing so. Homicide was an injury 
to the lineage of the victim, and they were entitled to revenge 
it by killing the killer or a close agnate of his. Homicide also 
had serious ritual consequences. When a man had been killed 
it was believed to be dangerous for his lineage and that of the 
killer to come into contact. This condition of ritual danger was 
created automatically by the act of killing; so no homicide 
could be disregarded. This state of quarantine, or latent 
ho&tility, is a blood-feud; in most writing on the subject, 
anthropologists have simply used the word ‘feud’, which actu- 
ally has a much wider significance. (It should be noted here 
that the connection between this word and the word ‘feudal’, 
which many anthropologists have used of primitive states, is 
purely accidental; ‘feud’ comes from a word meaning ‘foe’, 
‘feudal’ from a word meaning ‘fee’.) If in fact every killing had 
been avenged by another, the quarantine between lineages, 
and between the villages in which members of feuding lineages 
lived, would have lasted for ever and made all social relations 
outside the village impossible. But the Nuer agreed that a feud 
could be brought to an end by the offer of a payment of cattle 
in compensation for the offence and by a formal ceremony of 
reconciliation. Evans-Pritchard finds in this rule that com- 
pensation can be offered and ought to be accepted the criterion 
of a common ‘rule of law’; he gives the name of ‘tribe’ to the 
divisions of the whole Nuer population within which this rule 
is recognized. Fighting between tribes was war; a man who 
killed another in war had to be purified from the ritual conse- 
quences of his act, but there was no question of offering com- 
pensation. It sometimes happened that a number of feuds be- 
tween members of a tribe whose homes were far apart, so that 
1 Schapera, op. cit., pp. 85-86. 
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the ritual separation did not inconvenience them, remained 
unsettled for a long time, and people might give up the idea of 
settling them and instead begin to see themselves as belonging 
to two separate tribes. In the sense that they recognized a 
‘common rule of law’ a Nuer tribe might be called a ‘political 
community’; but it would be hard to identify any person with 
recognized responsibilities for co-ordinating public activities 
throughout the tribe. 


Age organization as a basis of political authority 


Political functions may be distributed among the male popula- 
tion according to age. In political systems so organized the 
most significant distinction is often that between men of fight- 
ing age and those who are too old for fighting. In those charac- 
teristic of eastern and southern Africa men formally enter upon 
warrior status and formally pass out of it at fixed times. 

It is unfortunate that the terms used by different anthro- 
pologists in describing age organizations are not uniform, but 
those given here are in fairly general use. 

It is important to note that what is significant is not chrono- 
logical but social age. A man is recognized as an adult when he 
is formally admitted to adult status, not when he reaches a 
certain birthday; he is eligible for admission at puberty, but his 
admission may be delayed for one reason or another. A formal 
procedure of admission, generally called initiation, is charac- 
teristic of many societies besides those which make age a 
criterion for the distribution of political functions. Particu- 
larly among the latter, initiation involves a period during 
which the youths are separated from the normal life of the 
village, and subjected to hardships and ordeals, including 
usually the operation of circumcision which gives the mark of 
adulthood. During this period the one who is to be their leader 
is chosen by the older men in charge of the initiation. It is 
common for initiations to be held in a number of successive 
years, at the end of which either there is a ‘closed period’, or 
else one ‘set’ of warriors is declared to be ‘closed’ and boys 
initiated later belong to the next ‘set’. Whichever is the 
practice, a distinctive name is always given to each set, and 
this indicates to every man in the society his status in terms of 
seniority in relation to every other. 

An age-set may be taken to mean the youths who have been 
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initiated during a single period, whether this is marked by a 
special proclamation or continues for a fixed number of years. 
Those who actually went through the ceremonies together will 
then be called a sub-set. Some writers, however, use the word 
age-set to describe the youths initiated in one year, and call the 
named body a generation. 

The members of one age-set commonly pass together through 
the grades first of warrior and then of elder. The set, then, is the 
body of men, the grade the status in which they are at any 
given moment. It may be helpful to think of the simple illustra- 
tion of a train made up of four carriages. Each of these repre- 
sents a sub-set, and the whole train is the complete set. The 
order of the sub-sets remains unchanged, as does the order of 
seniority depending on the year of initiation; the whole train 
moves as one, and all stop together at each station, first the 
warrior grade, then the elder grade (or intermediate stations 
in more complicated systems). 

In the age systems characteristic of Eastern Africa, the 
walriors are mainly responsible for offensive and defensive 
fighting, but they may be called upon to execute decisions of 
the elders by bringing accused persons before them, and if 
necessary by seizing property awarded in compensation. The 
elders are expected to spend much of their time in the dis- 
cussion of public affairs, for which purpose they gather at a 
recognized place, often in the shade of a big tree. It is also 
their duty to perform public ritual, a duty thought to be 
particularly appropriate to the old, who are nearer to the 
ancestors and will soon be ancestors themselves. 

In West Africa age-sets and associations with voluntary 
membership may be combined in the political systems of both 
stateless societies and states. 

The Yak6 of the Cross River area in Eastern Nigeria 
illustrate one kind of distribution of political responsibilities 
between age-sets and other forms of association.1 The large 
village of Umor, with a population (in 1935) of 11,000, was 
divided into four wards. The men of each ward (300-600 
households) were organized into age-sets, which shared among 
them such public services as the protection of houses from fire 
during the day-time when most people were out working in 
their fields, and the clearing of weeds from the paths between 

1 See C. D. Forde, Yak studies, 1964, pp. 1385-64. 
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village and farmland and from the springs that provided the 
village water supply. Authority to allot this work to the 
different sets, and call them out for it, rested with the head of 
the ward. This man had to be a member of an association of 
‘Elders’ or ‘Leaders’ (Yakamben), to which all heads of lineages 
belonged, but which was open to anyone who could afford the 
fees paid on admission. It might include about one-third of the 
men in a ward. The head was appointed by the free choice of 
his fellows, which was not limited by any lineage claims to the 
office. Nor did seniority give a claim; a man who was not too 
old to be active was usually chosen. He was expected to main- 
tain order within the ward by persuading disputants to settle 
their quarrels. Another association, Ebiabu, which was also 
divided into age-grades but within which membership was 
voluntary, was available to coerce people who failed to turn 
out for work allotted to their age-sets, to bring before the ward 
head people who refused to come and listen to charges against 
them, and to stop brawls. The ward head was always a member 
of Ebiabu, and as such had the right to call it together at the 
house of its own elected head. Most of the leaders were also 
members of Hbiabu. There existed also in each ward a branch 
of an association known as ykpe, which offered to its members 
the protection against thieves and adulterers of a Leopard 
Spirit whom they honoured. Members of ykpe, an organization 
of foreign origin, were not admitted to the formally recognized 
ward associations; in their turn they saw themselves as protec- 
tors of the common man against abuse of authority. Daryll 
Forde, to whom we owe our knowledge of the Yaké, calls them 
a ‘reluctantly tolerated opposition’. 

The most important Yakamben, including the ward heads 
and their deputies, were members of a village-wide association 
called Okengka. This was devoted to the cult of an officially 
recognized Leopard Spirit, and purported to call on this spirit 
when some dispute arose which could not be settled by agree- 
ment, particularly if it concerned persons from different wards. 
It was believed that to disregard the judgment of this Leopard 
Spirit would bring disaster upon the offender. 

All the priests of village shrines, twenty-four in number, 
belonged to yet another council to which men might appeal 
for the settlement of disputes. Their authority was effective 
because it was believed that they could withhold from those 
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who rejected it the benefits that their spirits conferred upon 
the virtuous. The council of priests could summon Yakamben 
and heads of other associations to discuss with them matters 
of public interest; they could authorize other associations to 
take action against people who had offended them; and they 
could ‘ex-communicate’ a member of the village by planting 
their staves in front of his house as a sign that he must stay 
inside on pain of punishment by the spirits. 

Other associations too claimed to act with the authority of 
the spirits they worshipped to punish particular types of 
offence. One was concerned with the stealing of standing crops 
or of palm-fruit from trees. It offered its protection in return 
for a payment to the spirit, and set its mark on the property it 
had undertaken to protect. If this was disregarded, it was the 
association, not the owner of the property, that was held to 
have been wronged, and it was their duty to bring the offender 
to justice before the Leaders’ or the priests’ council. Yet 
another association dealt with disputes over land rights. 

This is perhaps an extreme case of the diffusion of respon- 
sibility for the protection of recognized rights. 

It should not be supposed that kinship ceases to have any 
political importance wherever political functions are allocated 
on some other basis. If we contrast political systems based on 
age-sets with those based on descent groups alone, we see that 
in the former more aspects of public life are organized outside 
the descent groups, but it does not follow that the descent 
groups lose all their political functions. Whether this happens 
depends partly upon the extent to which the age-sets in the 
warrior grade are effectively used to enforce the reference of 
disputes to the elders for decision, and this must have varied 
from time to time within every society, as well as between 
different societies. 

Moreover, it is not necessary to think of the age-sets as 
seeking to wrest from the descent groups their power to 
redress wrongs done to their members. A study recently made 
of the Arusha of Mount Meru in Tanganyika by the London 
anthropologist Philip Gulliver! shows how age and lineage 
organizations operate side by side in seeking to secure the 
settlement of disputes and righting of wrongs by peaceful 
means; for this is a society in which direct retaliation or 

1P, H. Gulliver, Social Control in an African Society, 1963. 
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‘self-help’ is not approved. The Arusha system of age- 
organization is the only such system in Kast Africa which has 
been observed in actual operation by the modern technique 
of intensive fieldwork. 

Among the Arusha the elders of each small local group are 
summoned to meet in council whenever there is any matter to 
discuss. Such questions may be matters of organization, such 
as the formation of a new age-set, or matters of dispute, con- 
cerning land boundaries or claims for debt or compensation 
for injuries. A leading part is taken in the discussions by men 
called ‘spokesmen’, who have been chosen by the fellow- 
members of their age-set as its representatives. They are 
chosen for the qualities of wisdom and skill in negotiation— 
since the Arusha are a people who do not recognize any kind 
of chief or ruler with authority to give binding decisions in 
matters of dispute. Though their voice carries weight by virtue 
of their personality rather than of their office, they are the 
only people who are thought of as having a duty to take part 
in all public discussions whether or not the subject is of any 
particular interest to them. This role—whether or not it goes 
with an office—is one very commonly found among peoples 
who do not recognize any office that confers authority upon the 
holder. 

The interesting characteristic of he Arusha is that each 
lineage too has its ‘spokesman’, selected by members of the 
lineage in the age-grade of elders, and formally installed at a 
ceremony where he is presented with a staff of office. Some of 
these, but only a minority, are also age-set spokesmen. When 
a claim for debts or damages is disputed, both sides are 
represented by their lineage spokesmen, who first put the case 
of their lineage member and then seek to negotiate an agreed 
solution. 

There are, then, two possible ways of pursuing a claim, 
either before the assembly of elders of the locality or at a meet- 
ing of the lineages of the two disputants. Theoretically the 
different bodies have what might be called different jurisdic- 
tions. The local assembly of elders deals with disputes among 
persons belonging to the locality, and not with any quarrels 
they may have with people outside, while the assemblies of 
kinsfolk handle disputes among agnatic kin. Of course there 
are some people who would take a leading part in the dis- 
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cussion whether the meeting was one of elders or of lineage 
members. The spokesman of the elders is bound to carry 
weight in a meeting of his lineage, and a lineage spokesman is 
listened to in a meeting of elders. In practice, a man who is 
pursuing a claim takes it to the body where he thinks he has 
the best chance of winning support for it. 

This system shows an intimate interlocking of political func- 
tions based on age and on lineage. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


R. G. Lienhardt, Social Anthropology (1964), argues in his chapter 
on politics that the most important contribution of social anthro- 
pology to this subject has been the analysis of political organiza- 
tion in stateless societies; he gives an excellent account of the 
balance of power which maintains order in such societies. The 
initial discussion of segmentary political systems is to be found 
in the two introductions, one by Radcliffe-Brown, one by the 
editors, in M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard eds., African 
Political Systems (1940). I. Schapera in Government and Politics 
in Tribal Societies (1956) surveys the views of some earlier writers 
and offers a different definition of a political system. L. P. Mair, 
Primitive Government (1962), discusses the applicability of Scha- 
pera’s concepts to segmentary societies. African Political Systems 
contains brief accounts of the societies whose political structure is 
described at length in EK. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer (1940), and 
M. Fortes, The Dynamics of Clanship among the Tallensi (1945).— 
Other short descriptions of acephalous political structures are 
collected in J. F. M. Middleton and D. Tait eds., Tribes Without 
Rulers (1958). 

The best description of a society where age-sets still have poli- 
tical significance is P. H. Gulliver, Social Control in an African 
Society (1963), on the Arusha of Tanganyika. Accounts of other 
East African age-systems reconstructed from old men’s memories 
are H. EK. Lambert, Kikuyu Social and Political Organization (1956), 
and G. W. B. Huntingford, The Nandi of Kenya (1953). Age 
organization in Nigeria is described in D. Forde, Yaké Studies 
(1964), and G. I. Jones, ‘Ibo Age Organization’, Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute, 1962. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


PRIMITIVE STATES 


THE commonest form of political system among the societies 
studied by anthropologists is that which every writer on 
political theory would recognize as a state. This is the type of 
political system which alone, in the view of Fortes and Evans- 
Pritchard, deserves to be called a government. A ruler who is 
recognized as supreme makes his authority effective through 
territorial agents chosen by himself. Such a system provides, 
as Radcliffe-Brown said it should, for the maintenance of 
internal peace by the settlement of disputes, and for defence 
against external aggression as well as the prosecution of aggres- 
sive war. It organizes public works, a function performed by 
the Ibo age-organization but not by the other types of system 
discussed up to now. It provides for the performance of the 
rituals held to be necessary for the common welfare. The 
collection of tribute, which is characteristic of all states, and 
is necessary to enable the officials to carry on their activities, 
is an aspect of government not found in the other types of 
political system that have been described. 

Very small populations, sometimes no more than the in- 
habitants of a couple of villages, are sometimes organized in 
this way. It is not easy to say why this should be; but what 
can be said with confidence is that this is the only system that 
can integrate a large population into a single political com- 
munity recognizing the same body of authorities with the 
same rights, and with some notion of matters of common 
interest to be organized and regulated on behalf of them all. 
The 200,000 Nuer, the 900,000 Dinka and the six million Ibo 
are ethnic groups, united by common culture and a sense of 
common identity which differentiates them from their neigh- 
bours, but they are not political communities. 

A discussion of the differences in detail in the organization 
of different states could be extended to fill volumes, but 
differences of detail are more important to specialists than to 
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the student interested in a general grasp of principles of social 
structure. 


A typical African state 


The following could serve as a description of a ‘typical’ state 
in eastern and southern Africa. A particular lineage is recog- 
nized as having the right to provide the ruler, and this claim is 
supported by a legend (the mythical charter) associating them 
with the origin of the nation; their founding ancestor is 
believed to have first entered the country over which they 
rule, emerging from the earth or from a river, or descending 
from the sky, or to have led the people there from some other 
place, miraculously overcoming difficulties on the way. By 
virtue of this descent from the founding ancestor, the ruler is 
often held to be able, and to be alone able, to approach the line 
of his ancestors with prayers for the well-being of the whole 
people, and it is one of his principal duties to offer these prayers 
on appropriate occasions. In more elaborately organized states, 
however, there may be a specialist priesthood. Then the 
responsibility of the ruler is limited to seeing that the priests 
and temples have the resources that they need and sending 
offerings on appropriate occasions. 

The authority of the ruler is made effective through the 
appointment of subordinates, each responsible for part of his 
territory. These may be his kin, or they may be commoners 
whom he rewards by such appointments for loyal service. 
Sometimes such appointments come in practice to be regarded 
as hereditary; the extent to which power is actually concen- 
trated in the hands of the ruler can be measured by asking 
how far he can really impose his wishes in the appointment of 
subordinate officials. 

The headquarters of the subordinate official is a replica in 
miniature of the royal establishment, and he exercises the same 
rights over people under his authority as the ruler does over 
the whole population. He can call on their labour to keep his 
homestead in repair, and to hoe extra fields for him, and he is 
entitled to a share of their produce in tribute. His duty is to 
hold court and decide cases in dispute among persons under 
his authority, to collect the tribute due from them to the 
capital, and to organize manpower required at the capital for 

1 As Malinowski called it. 
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building, cultivation, or war, unless this last is organized on 
some other basis. 

This qualification refers to a type of state found in southern 
Africa, where men are organized into age-regiments and can be 
called upon at any time, not only for fighting, but for other 
public purposes. Tswana regiments, for example, were turned 
out to round up missing cattle. During the time when the 
crops were growing on the land near their homes the Tswana 
sent their cattle away to graze in distant parts of the country; 
then, after harvest, they were brought back to feed on the 
stubble. A good many might stray away during the move, and 
a regiment would be called up to go and find them. When 
money came to be more useful than direct labour, some chiefs 
sent regiments down to Johannesburg to earn at the mines 
money to be spent on public ends. 

Both the ruler and his subordinates hold positions of 
privilege. They receive tribute in kind and in labour, and they 
are able to live in greater comfort (within the limits imposed by 
a subsistence economy) and with a higher standard of con- 
spicuous consumption than the generality of their subjects. 
Rulers usually have a claim to those natural products of their 
territory that are rare, and, as such, valuable, and also to 
those that are most valuable in external trade. Ivory and the 
skins of certain wild animals are typically royal property. The 
Tallensi chiefs (men with little political authority) claim the 
right to all shea-butter trees in their territory. In the gold- 
bearing parts of Ashanti chiefs used to claim a third of all gold 
found by their subjects. 

Before these small-scale states were incorporated into wider 
political units, these claims on the resources of the country and 
the labour and produce of its population provided the economic 
basis of the state. We should ask next whether the ordinary 
citizen derived from the existence of the state benefits which 
made it worth his while to accede to the claims of rulers and 
their subordinates. 

Certain benefits were commonly recognized. The first of 
these was the existence of institutions for the settlement of 
disputes; this was explicitly valued wherever centralized 
government had been established. The governmental system 
(provided, of course, it was working properly) afforded protec- 
tion against violence within its territory and attack from 
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without. The prosecution of successful war brought glory to all 
citizens and wealth to some—those whose performance had 
been thought worthy to be rewarded with a share of the booty. 
The ritual performed by the ruler, or financed by him, guaran- 
teed the good will of the spirit world towards his subjects, and 
was indeed usually considered indispensable to their well- 
being. The surplus wealth of ruler and chiefs enabled them to 
reward services and assist the needy, and this they were 
expected to do. Those who were called upon for labour expected 
to be rewarded with food, and more lavish food, particularly 
in the provision of meat, than they would have at home. A 
centralized government, on however small a scale, offered 
prospects for social advancement through services which found 
favour with authority, and this was the principal form of social 
advancement in a non-commercial society, where people could 
not rise in status through economic efforts alone. The power, 
and the display, of rulers and chiefs was a matter of pride to 
the majority of their subjects, though at any given moment 
some of them might be smarting under harsh punishment, or 
grumbling at the tribute taken from them or the labour im- 
posed upon them. 

There were, moreover, definite expectations attached to the 
role of ruler or chief, and these were publicly stated on solemn 
occasions, notably during rites of accession. These rites typic- 
ally included mimed performances of the actions characteristic 
of a ruler, and exhortations to him to rule in accordance with 
established norms. Thus a Ganda ruler at his accession shot 
arrows towards all four points of the compass to signify that 
he would conquer his enemies; at the accession of a king of 
Bunyoro a trial was enacted to remind him of his duty as the 
source of justice; a Tswana chief was reminded that his sub- 
jects were ‘people and not dumb cattle’ (and so could express 
resentment if he inspired it). 

As Beattie has pointed out,! the power of any ruler is 
diminished by the very fact that he has to delegate it. He can 
never be sure that his subordinates will carry out his wishes in 
full measure, and exactly in accord with his intentions. It does 
not necessarily follow, of course, that their modification of his 
intentions will be deliberately made in the interests of the 
people under his authority, or will in practice work out in their 

1 J. H. M. Beattie, Bunyoro, an African Kingdom, 1960, p. 28. 
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interests. This can happen, however, particularly in the case 
of unpopular innovations. Thus some Tswana chiefs were 
persuaded by missionaries to impose severe penalties for the 
seduction of unmarried girls, but their laws became a dead 
letter because nobody would enforce them. 

No African ruler has ever been expected to take decisions in 
matters affecting his subjects without consulting anyone else, 
and among the counsellors whom chiefs were required by cus- 
tom to consult were some whose duty it was to let him know 
the reactions of these subjects. Among the Bantu it was cus- 
tomary for the ruler to have as his chief adviser a man not 
of his lineage—that is, a commoner who was expected to be, 
among other things, a mouthpiece of popular dissatisfaction. 
This chief counsellor, or, as he has often been called, prime 
minister, was of course a very important person and one of the 
richest in the country; his circumstances were not such as to 
make him easily put himself in the place of the humble supplier 
of tribute or labour. But he was expected to listen to people 
who thought they had been wronged—particularly by unjust 
punishments—and to remonstrate privately with the ruler and 
persuade him to make amends without publicly admitting 
that he was at fault.? 

The councils with which affairs of state were discussed were 
variously constituted. They might consist, as among the 
Ganda, of all the leading subordinate chiefs, or, as among the 
Tswana, of all adult Tswana men (but not any member of the 
other peoples who had come under Tswana rule); such popular 
assemblies could not easily be held among most African 
peoples, but the majority of members of every Tswana tribe 
lived in a single town near one of the rare sources of permanent 
water, and so the men could easily be summoned to the 
council-place. 

West Africa provides us with examples of more elaborate 
systems. That of Abuja, a kingdom of Northern Nigeria, has 
been described in detail by M. G. Smith? as it was in the nine- 
teenth century. The king was obliged by custom to consult 
certain officials, each of whom held a position described by a 
specific title. This included the eighteen officials of the palace, 
and the four senior officials who had governmental authority 


? See, for example, Schapera, Government and Politics in Tribal Societies, 
1956, pp. 150 ff. * Government in Zazzau, 1960, especially pp. 836-42. 
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in the country at large. The latter included the Madawaki, or 
army commander, and the officials with ultimate responsibility 
for tax-collection, the organization of police and prisons, the 
control of markets and the provision of supplies to the army 
and the royal capital (in Abuja, a Muslim state, justice was 
dispensed by specialists learned in the Koran, who were not 
supposed to participate in political discussions). Since he 
depended on his officials to carry out any decision that he 
might make, the king would in any case have had to secure 
their support. But proposals which they put forward might be 
rejected by the household officials, in which case the decision 
rested with the king. Administrative posts were commonly 
filled by the promotion of household officials—but their 
appointment had to have the agreement of the four seniors. 
Thus there was room for a good deal of political manceuvre, in 
which the king did not necessarily have the last word. 

Clearly this kind of arrangement for balancing royal claims 
to autocracy is worth more to the members of the official 
hierarchy or ruling class than it is to the population at large. 
Their principal recourse, in the days of fluid political and 
administrative frontiers, was evasion. Within a kingdom in- 
dividuals could move from one chief’s area to another; and on 
a larger scale, groups could secede, and either make themselves 
independent or seek the protection of another ruler. The ulti- 
mate safeguard against oppressive authority was the desire of 
rulers and their subordinates alike to keep up the numbers of 
their following. This is not to say that people in societies which 
had never heard of democratic freedoms did not put up with a 
good deal before deciding that they had had enough. 


The struggle for power 


What is ‘politics’? In his discussion of the manceuvring that 
the rules of the Abuja system make possible Smith emphasizes 
the distinction mentioned earlier between politics and admini- 
stration. The latter is the exercise of authority within recog- 
nized limits; the former, according to Smith, includes both 
competition for positions carrying authority and attempts to 
influence decisions in public matters, and also any action of a 
person endowed with authority that goes beyond the recog- 
nized limits of his right to command. Authority itself, in the 
political sense, has been defined as the legitimate use of power; 


118 PRIMITIVE STATES 


the right to command implies the right, and the ability, to 
punish the disobedient. Of course there may also be moral 
authority, which does not rely on physical power, but on 
religious belief and on the sentiments inculcated in the process 
of bringing up children; authority within kin groups is of this 
kind, and this is why most anthropologists regard kinship and 
political organization as analytically separable aspects of 
society. Politics in Smith’s sense would include intriguing for 
one’s own, or a friend’s, appointment to an official post; it 
would also include any action that might be described by the 
term ‘abuse of power’. Perhaps the most characteristic ex- 
pression of ‘politics’ in this sense, in the field that social 
anthropologists study, is the competition between princes for 
succession to a throne. It is rare for the rules of succession to 
designate one man as the heir apparent, and even where they 
do so there may often be doubt whether the rules have been 
correctly followed. The Zulu rule was that a chief must be the 
eldest son of the ‘Great Wife’-—the woman whom his father 
married after he had himself become chief, to whose marriage 
cattle the whole nation had contributed. There was little room 
for argument here, but the working out of the rule itself could 
lead to a struggle for power. If a chief succeeded late in life his 
legal heir might well be a child when he died. Then a regency 
would be necessary. Probably a younger brother of the dead 
chief would become regent; he might consolidate a following 
before the heir was old enough to succeed, and be unwilling to 
surrender power when the time came. 

But it was very commonly the rule that any son of a chief 
could succeed him, and sometimes any son of a man who had 
been chief at an earlier period was eligible when a new one had 
to be chosen. Some peoples had ‘kingmakers’—a small body of 
senior officials who were expected to know the dead king’s 
wishes, and also to select the candidate whom they thought 
best endowed for the responsibilities of rule. But it is unlikely 
that they made their choice on grounds of personal merit 
alone; they must have considered the popularity—that is, the 
following—that different candidates could command. The rule 
in Buganda, as described by the missionary Roscoe! from the 
accounts of old men who remembered the pre-colonial days, 
was that the princes were lined up in the public space before 

1 J. Roscoe, The Baganda, 1911, pp. 189 ff. 
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the royal palace, and the dead king’s prime minister went down 
the line till he came to the chosen one, picked him out and 
presented him to the people. But when he had done so, he 
invited anyone who was dissatisfied with the choice to chal- 
lenge it in combat. In the neighbouring kingdom of Ankole the 
tradition was that the successor must fight for his throne till 
he had defeated all his rivals and captured the sacred emblem 
of kingship, the drum Bagyendangwa.! Theoretically the un- 
successful rivals should have been killed, and this would have 
effectively eliminated the possibility of revolt during his reign. 
We do not know what actually happened to them, though we 
do know that some kings eliminated possible rivals at a later 
stage in the reign by having them put to death. 

Where it is the rule that any man whose father has been 
chief may succeed, the competition is liable to be keener 
because the descendants of an unsuccessful candidate are 
for ever disqualified from the succession; in fact there must be 
many such in every generation. In societies which have such a 
rule, one often finds that two or three lineages expect to pro- 
vide the ruler in turn. The Shilluk of the Upper Nile are an 
example; it has become customary there for the Reth to take 
under his protection and patronage a young man from one of 
the alternating lineages, and in this way secure for himself the 
friendship of at any rate one of them. Many of the Yoruba 
kingdoms in Western Nigeria have a similar rule. Where there 
is a choice of candidates there is also a recognized procedure 
for making the choice. But it is not to be supposed that the 
competitors just wait passively for the decision; they must do 
what they can to further their own chances. 

It was a very common rule in pre-colonial Africa that princes 
—potential rivals to the ruler—must be kept at a distance 
from him. Sometimes they might be appointed to chiefdoms 
in distant parts of the country; but it was perhaps more com- 
mon for them to be excluded from political office altogether. 
In widely separated parts of Africa (e.g. Nigeria and the Upper 
Nile) the wives of rulers went home to their own kinsmen to 
give birth, and their sons were brought up among their 
mother’s kin. This kept them out of court intrigue, but it also 
gave to each an opportunity of winning a following in a 


1See K. Oberg, ‘The Kingdom of Ankole in Uganda’, in M. Fortes and 
E. E. Evans-Pritchard eds., African Political Systems, 1940. 
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different part of the country, with his mother’s lineage, who 
could not compete with him but could expect to profit by his 
success, as its nucleus. 

There can also be competition among commoners for royal 
favour—in particular for appointment to those offices which 
bring prestige and wealth to their holders. Where a central 
authority was firmly established, this form of political action 
consisted essentially in pleasing those already in authority, 
but since it was held to be a mark of worthiness for promotion 
to attract a large following, competition for the king’s favour 
could also be, as was suggested earlier, a safeguard for the 
subjects of a chief against oppressive rule. 

One could even find an element of ‘politics’ in this sense in 
the rise to prominence of the informal leaders found in non- 
centralized societies; for no man attains to a position of in- 
fluence without seeking it. In the age-based societies of Kenya 
we are sometimes told that quite young men might be 
appointed to the grade of elder if they showed wisdom beyond 
their years. This statement has been interpreted to mean that 
every lineage had to be represented among the elders, so that 
if a young man became the head of a lineage through the death 
of everyone older, he would have to be promoted. It is possible 
though that men built up for themselves positions of leader- 
ship which were formally recognized in this way. 

There may also be political struggles between rulers and 
their most powerful chiefs. Max Weber (1864-1920), the Ger- 
man sociologist whose work has influenced many contemporary 
anthropologists, argued that in a system where subordinate 
authorities are rewarded for the work they do by a share in the 
resources of the area they administer, they are apt to treat this 
area as their own property, and may successfully establish a 
claim to hand on their official position to their heirs. Then, if 
the ruler wishes to maintain his authority and insist on his 
right to appoint his subordinates, he must challenge this claim 
and break the succession. Records of the clan membership of 
the ten ‘great chiefs’ of Buganda in the period before British 
occupation suggest such an alternation at different times in the 
balance of power between kings and their chiefs.? 


1M. Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization, translated by 
A. M. Henderson and Talcott Parsons, 1947, pp. 351 ff. 
* See M. Southwold, Bureaucracy and Chiefship in Buganda, 1961. 
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Many anthropologists have described such a system as 
‘feudal’, thereby transferring a European word to an African 
context. For historians this word describes a period in the his- 
tory of western Europe during which a number of changes in 
political relationships took place. Historians criticize our use 
of the word because the political systems we describe do not 
seem to them to resemble closely enough the conditions of 
western Europe at the point they choose as marking the 
essence of ‘the feudal system’. Marxists use the word ‘feudal’ 
to describe a stage of society between that based on slave- 
labour and that based on private ownership of capital. 

Of course we cannot expect that any African political system 
should correspond in detail to any one western European 
feudal system. But we could usefully use the word if we were 
agreed as to what are the essential characteristics of feudalism. 
At present this is not the case. Max Weber, whose use of ‘ideal 
types’ was an attempt to characterize the essentials of different 
political systems without getting lost in the details of particu- 
lar cases, defined feudalism as a system in which the admini- 
strative staff are maintained by fiefs, and a fief as ‘a set of 
appropriated governing powers .. . granted primarily to 
particular qualified individuals by a contract’ in which ‘the 
reciprocal rights and duties involved are primarily oriented to 
conventional standards of the honour, particularly in a military 
connection, of a distinctive social group’. If anthropologists 
were to adopt this definition the use of the term would 
probably have to be restricted more narrowly than it has been 
hitherto. 

Where the superior power is weak, or none is recognized, 
political competition may consist predominantly in the attempt 
to secure a following. The clientship (wbuhake) system in 
Ruanda, as its working has been reconstructed by the Belgian 
anthropologist Maquet,? illustrates this. The Ruanda recog- 
nized a single ruler, who appointed his own chiefs to collect 
tribute and labour on his behalf. But every member of the 
ruling Tusi population gathered to himself followers, who 
entered into a specific relationship with him, offering services 
in return for protection. As we know from records of the 
neighbouring kingdom, Burundi, some of these chiefs tried to 


1 jbid., p. 351. 
2 J. J. Maquet, The Premise of Inequality in Ruanda, 1961. 
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set themselves up as independent rulers; the king of Burundi 
then sent his clients to plunder their possessions and reduce 
them to submission. Only a man whose following was strong 
enough to resist the king’s could have succeeded in such an 
attempt. 

A society where this kind of competition has been described 
in great detail is that of the Pathans in the Swat valley on the 
north-west frontier of India.1 Here the land is owned by the 
descendants of immigrant conquerors, the Pakhtuns, who 
divided it among themselves when they entered the valley 
some four hundred years ago. They constituted a single large 
lineage, subdivided into the descendants of sons and grandsons 
of the founder. The conquered territory was said to have been 
divided into shares for these separate descent groups by a holy 
man who was appealed to to settle quarrels between them. 
This myth (for even if the story is true, it is a myth in the 
sense that it is appealed to as justification for an existing state 
of affairs) describes the essence of Swat politics as they were 
observed in 1954. Land is lineage property; agnates quarrel 
over land; holy men are called in to settle disputes if people for 
whatever reason prefer not to fight them out. 

Whereas African chiefs were interested in the control of 
territory, much of which was not cultivated, primarily for the 
sake of the population in it, on whom they could call for 
services and tribute, the Pakhtuns of Swat are interested in 
the control of cultivable land as such; they are landlords in the 
accepted sense of the word. Their wealth is derived from rice, 
grown by landless persons, on contracts made with Pakhtuns. 
Every extension of a man’s holding of land directly increases 
his wealth. One way to extend one’s boundaries is to remove 
his neighbour’s landmark; in other words, to plough an extra 
furrow in every season. A weaker neighbour may not dare to 
protest; a weaker neighbour is one who has a smaller following. 
But there might be protests; and until a few decades ago there 
was also occasion for dispute because the original settlement 
made by the holy man was held to involve a periodic redistribu- 
tion of all land so as to give every lineage its fair share of the 
best kinds. 

Since there is no superior authority which can impose a 
settlement in disputes, these are very often settled by the 

1 i. Barth, Political Leadership among Swat Pathans, 1959. 
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relative strength of the parties; hence the actual numbers of a 
man’s following are all-important. Not every landowner can 
make himself a leader; the landowners of a small area choose 
as their chief the most prominent man, judging by the same 
qualities that win the chief his following. 

These qualities are the same that are admired in all turbulent 
societies: generosity and courage. Every chief maintains a 
‘men’s house’ in which his followers gather to spend their 
leisure hours. From time to time he gives feasts there, and the 
poor landless villagers depend upon these for a large part of 
their subsistence. The chief gains his followers by offering this 
hospitality, and he gains the means to offer hospitality by 
using his followers to maintain or extend the area of land under 
his control. The Swat attitude towards the obligation incurred 
by accepting hospitality differs from what has been recorded 
of many African and Oceanic peoples; it is not a matter of 
being unable to repay a gift, but of the almost sacred bond of 
loyalty created by ‘eating a man’s salt’. Attendance at the 
man’s house is a public declaration of allegiance, and when a 
dispute is boiling up it is by going to the man’s house that 
people rally behind their leader. 

In a large village there may be rival men’s houses, and any 
man may attend the men’s house of a neighbouring village. 
People choose the men’s house of a leader whose hospitality is 
lavish, and whom they respect for his readiness to avenge 
insult or injury. Revenge in Swat is not limited to the exaction 
of an equivalent for the offence received; it should be pursued 
as far as the injured party is able, and if possible until the 
offender’s side are driven to beg for peace. Success in pursuing 
revenge gains a man honour and followers. But revenge is not 
pursued through pitched battles; it is for the purpose of ex- 
tending control over land that chiefs number their following. 
Disputes over land are of necessity disputes between lineages; 
therefore no obligation to support agnatic kinsmen can come 
to be recognized as a general principle. Loyalty to agnates is 
expected only within the minimal agnatic group—a father 
with his sons. It is assumed that sons will always stand by 
their father, so that the greatest blessing is to have many sons; 
but Barth has recorded cases where sons ranged themselves in 
the opposite camp to their fathers. As for brothers, as soon as 
the father dies, and his lands are divided, they become rivals. 
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It is interesting, nevertheless, to see where common lineage 
ties do, or may, form a bond of alliance. If a man has gone as 
far as he can in extending power over the land claimed by his 
nearer collaterals, he may begin to encroach on that of more 
remotely related lineages (it must be remembered that all 
Pakhtun lineages are supposed to be genealogically related). 
But since any member of a more distant lineage feels that he 
has a better claim to its land than the outsider, they will be 
likely to unite in opposition to him; for some of them this will 
mean transferring their support from his bloc of allies to the 
opposing one. 

A more general reason for the instability of alliances is that 
many men are ambitious, and no one of these likes to see any- 
one else get too strong. Rivalries develop within a successful 
alliance; and since these cannot be fought out in an explicit 
contest for leadership—since allies are regarded as equals and 
do not recognize one of their number as leader—they can only 
be resolved by the defection to the other side of men who hope 
to wield greater influence there. 

Where the governments of newly independent African 
countries have decided that they cannot afford to tolerate 
organized political opposition, they frequently appeal to an 
alleged African tradition that decisions in affairs of state, 
though freely discussed beforehand, must not be questioned 
once the discussion has been concluded and action agreed 
upon; and this supposed principle is quoted in many of the 
books that have been published on contemporary politics. 
This is not a statement to be supported or contradicted; it is a 
statement to which it is impossible to attach meaning in the 
context of pre-colonial Africa. The essential difference between 
the modern African states and those that have been described 
in this chapter is in the nature of the decisions that their rulers 
were expected to take. These were ad hoc executive, once-for- 
all decisions on such questions as who was at fault in a dispute, 
when a warlike expedition should be mounted and against 
whom, who should be appointed to some office. Such decisions, 
once taken, cannot easily be reversed; they may well be criti- 
cized, but it would be absurd to conceive of an opposition 
party dedicated to undoing them. Something of the kind, how- 
ever, may be said to have happened when Tswana tribes re- 
pudiated decrees inspired by missionaries. But in general it is 
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not until governments make themselves responsible for func- 
tions that were unknown to the pre-colonial rulers, notably the 
direction of economic policy, that they become involved in the 
kind of decision that does not finally settle any question and 
that can be made a subject of continuing debate. 
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CHAPTER NINE 


LAW 


Law is a subject which can be treated in more than one 
context. It is certainly an aspect of government, since the 
basic responsibility of government is recognized to be the 
maintenance of law and order; and some discussion of the 
settlement of disputes has inevitably been brought in in the 
chapters on politics. But since it is concerned with rules of 
conduct and the forces which operate to secure respect for 
these rules, it also belongs to the wider field that social scien- 
tists call social control. People have tried to separate laws from 
other rules by various criteria, some of which obviously cannot 
be applied to most small-scale societies, though others might. 
Thus, if one thinks of laws as rules enacted by a superior 
authority, one must say that some societies lack them, be- 
cause, with very few exceptions, rulers in pre-literate societies 
do not enact laws. They issue commands—‘Go out and bring 
in tribute’, ‘Send the army against the enemy in the north’, 
‘Put this man to death’—but they do not make rules for the 
conduct of social relationships, saying that what was per- 
missible yesterday will be forbidden from tomorrow, or that 
the procedures for making marriage legal, or the lines along 
which inheritance should run, are to be changed. 

But one might argue that laws are to be distinguished from 
other rules by the way in which they are enforced, and this 
would lead one to ask whether they are or are not to be found 
in all societies. On this question social anthropologists have 
held different views. 

An earlier chapter discussed the question whether any 
society could be said to lack a political system, and answered 
it in the negative. But it recalled that Fortes and Evans- 
Pritchard, who showed us how to recognize a political system 
where there was no ruler, asserted that some societies had 
political systems but not government. Similarly Radcliffe- 
Brown, who provided these writers with a definition of a 
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political system, held that to have a political system did not 
necessarily entail having law. 

What ts law? 

This proposition, which had already been advanced by earlier 
writers than Radcliffe-Brown, has engendered much con- 
troversy, some of it very tedious. In considering the arguments 
that have been used, it is important to realize that when people 
say ‘law’ they do not mean quite the same thing as they do 
when they say ‘laws’. A good deal of confusion is caused if one 
slides without noticing it between the singular and the plural. 
‘Laws’ are rules, and if you set out to distinguish laws from 
other rules you are talking about different kinds of rules. But 
‘law’ means the whole process by which rules that are recog- 
nized to be binding are maintained and enforced, including the 
motives and values that influence judges, and all the manifold 
social forces that prevent the majority of people from having 
to come before a judge at all. 

When Radcliffe-Brown wrote, ‘Some simple societies have 
no law, although all have customs which are supported by 
sanctions,’ he was thinking of a specific way of enforcing 
rules, and also by implication defining laws as rules enforced 
in this way. 

But when Evans-Pritchard wrote that within a Nuer tribe 
‘there is law’,? he implied that law exists where people agree 
that certain actions infringe the rights of others, and also 
agree that injuries can be made good, and so disputes formally 
settled and the parties reconciled, by the payment of com- 
pensation. By implication he here defined law in terms of an 
institution, the procedure of compensation and reconciliation; 
if a Nuer is injured by a member of another tribe he is held to 
be justified in retaliating, but there is no procedure for ending 
the quarrel, and therefore, on his argument, no law. 


Malinowski’s views on law 


Malinowski’s polemical writings on law were directed against 
a point of view that is still quite commonly held among people 
who have not made any serious study of the workings of 


1 ‘Primitive Law’, in Siructure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952. 
2M. Fortes and E. E. Evans-Pritchard eds., African Political Systems, 1940, 
p- 278. 
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society: namely the idea that in societies of simple technology 
people are so completely the slaves of custom that they have 
no need of coercive institutions. It has been pointed out that 
he exaggerated the absurdities of the position he was attack- 
ing; not everyone had so naive a view, even forty years ago, 
and the writers whom he criticized made more qualifications 
in their statements than he allowed. Nevertheless, some writers 
had explicitly maintained that in primitive societies all rules 
of behaviour are equally binding, and that ‘savages’ do not 
distinguish between rules that the writers would call legal and 
other rules of conduct; and others, long after the publication 
of Malinowski’s Crime and Custom in 1926, have asserted that 
savages keep the rules of their society entirely because they 
are afraid of being punished by the spirits in which they 
believe. 

In a text-book on anthropology published in 1912 the 
Oxford anthropologist Marett wrote: ‘One reason why it is 
hard to find any law in primitive society is because, in a 
general way of speaking, no one dreams of breaking the social 
rules;’? and in Crime and Custom Malinowski quoted similar 
statements from recognized authorities of the time. 

Malinowski set himself several tasks: to demonstrate that 
‘savages’ were no less ready than civilized men to transgress or 
evade the rules of their society when there seemed something 
to be gained by it; to show what actually were the social forces 
that secured obedience to the rules in the majority of cases; 
and to classify different types of rule so as to distinguish those 
that should properly be called legal from the others. He gave 
little attention to what Radcliffe-Brown would have called 
negative sanctions® because it was his aim to show that respect 
for law, though it was not automatic, was secured in all 
societies largely by other means than punishment or the fear 
of punishment. As it happened, he did his fieldwork in a society 
without specific legal institutions, a society in which, though 
chiefs were recognized, they had no organized force at their 
command and did not hold courts for the settlement of dis- 
putes; a face-to-face society of very small scale, such as the 
anthropologists of his day considered the most suitable for 
study. He did mention in Crime and Custom that injured 


1R. R. Marett, Anthropology, 1912, pp. 182-3. 
2 See pp. 180 ff. 
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persons sometimes sought redress by self-help; but what really 
interested him was not the question why people refrain— 
when they do—from injuring one another, but why they accept 
thoseirksomerules which impose positive obligations upon them. 

This led him to consider the whole field of what is nowadays 
called social control, and it is in this field that Crime and 
Custom made an invaluable contribution to our thinking about 
the nature of society. He showed that if the majority of people 
do obey the rules of their society and do not seriously con- 
template breaking them—and this is true of every society— 
the reason is neither that they are afraid of the policeman nor 
is it some kind of unthinking ‘primitive’ automatism. People 
are brought up to take for granted that the rules of their 
society are right and proper, and this is enough for many of 
them. But the new idea that Malinowski introduced was the 
idea of reciprocity as a sanction for social behaviour. What this 
meant in the context of the Trobriand Islands was, in particu- 
lar, that every person is in some way economically dependent 
upon the co-operation of somebody else. 

Among the Trobriand Islanders, who trace descent in the 
female line, a woman’s brother remains responsible for her 
even after she is married. It is his business, and not her 
husband’s, to see that her family are supplied with food. But 
she is living away from her brother, on her husband’s lineage 
land (unless she has married a cross-cousin).* Hence every man 
is growing food which his own household will not eat, and 
transporting the yams that he has harvested to someone 
else’s store. But a return is expected for this; the woman’s 
husband must make gifts at fixed times to her brother, and— 
what is more important—her sons when they are old enough 
to work must move to their uncle’s village and work for him. 
Again, for fish, the other important article of diet, the Tro- 
brianders depend upon the co-operation of the band of men 
who form the crew of a canoe. The canoe is the property of a 
lineage, commanded by the man who has ‘financed’ its con- 
struction by providing food for the workmen. It is their duty 
to turn out when a village fishing expedition has been agreed 
upon, and it is the leader’s duty to lead them or provide a 


1 A sanction is the force, of whatever kind, behind a rule. Physical force is 
only one kind of sanction. This point is discussed further below. 
2 See p. 80. 
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substitute. A member of the owning lineage may cede his place 
in the canoe to an outsider, in return for an appropriate gift. 
Malinowski argues that it is this interdependence, and not the 
fear of punishment, that constrains men to fulfil their obliga- 
tions; a man who will not play his part will find that others in 
return neglect their obligations to him. 


What kind of rules are laws? 


The recognition of what we should now call the social pressures 
making for conformity was one of Malinowski’s most important 
contributions to the study of society. But are we to describe 
this constant play of social pressures as legal, or the rules that 
they support as laws? This question was at the root of the 
controversy on the subject between Malinowski and those who 
thought that a more conventional distinction between legal 
and other rules, and between legal and other processes, could 
be made in analysing small-scale as well as large-scale societies. 
Malinowski gave many different definitions of the word ‘law’ 
in different writings; they have been collected together and 
discussed by Schapera? in a volume of essays devoted to the 
contribution of Malinowski to social anthropology. 

The question what rules are to be called laws, and what 
procedures are to be called legal, is different from the question 
what phenomena are to be considered significant when we are 
studying the operation of law. Very few modern jurists take 
the view that law is created solely by legislation and maintained 
solely by the actions of police and the decisions of courts; even 
in Malinowski’s day they had advanced beyond this point. 
But most of them would agree, and most contemporary 
anthropologists would agree with them, that if one is trying 
to classify types of rule, it serves no useful purpose to group 
under the heading of ‘law’, as Malinowski did in Crime and 
Custom, all the rules that are of serious importance for the 
maintenance of social co-operation. 

Radcliffe-Brown, following Durkheim, was more interested 
in classifying sanctions—the social forces by which rules are 
upheld—than in classifying rules. Malinowski had sought to 
classify rules in terms of the sanctions that upheld them, and 
had argued—at any rate by implication—that legal rules are 


1 “Malinowski’s Theories of Law’, in R. W. Firth ed., Man and Culture. 
1957, pp. 189-56. 
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those upheld by the sanction of reciprocity, and hence that 
legal rules are to be found in any society. 

Radcliffe-Brown’s classification of types of sanction! covers 
a wider field than that which he would have included under 
the heading of law, but not the whole field of social behaviour, 
since he begins by saying that in any society some usages are 
sanctioned and others not. He classifies sanctions first as 
‘positive’, indicating the approval of society in general, and 
‘negative’, indicating its disapproval. These can also be divided 
into ‘diffuse’ and ‘organized’ sanctions. ‘Diffuse’ sanctions are 
those that we might call expressions of public opinion—the 
spontaneous comments, or the looks, black or otherwise, with 
which any particular action may be greeted. Diffuse sanctions 
may have little effect on the individual who performs the 
action; particularly expressions of disapproval may take a 
long time to ‘get round’ to the person who has provoked them, 
and if he is insensitive enough he may never be aware of them. 
But they are still sanctions for rules of conduct, because the 
implied or explicit assertion of the rule impresses the attitude 
of society towards it on anyone who hears the comment. 
Indeed one might question Radcliffe-Brown’s statement that 
some usages are not sanctioned, and say that any departure 
from recognized usage will provoke diffuse negative sanctions 
(as well, no doubt, as positive ones from people who are critical 
of the usage). Organized sanctions are those that are imposed 
in accordance with some recognized procedure. 

Organized positive, or ‘premial’ sanctions, are prizes, awards, 
the bestowal of honorific titles; an example in small-scale 
societies is the right of a man who has killed an enemy to wear 
a decoration which proclaims this fact, or the gifts of cattle 
with which African chiefs used to reward brave fighters or 
faithful servants. Organized negative sanctions are various 
kinds of punishment, ranging from ‘open expression of reproba- 
tion or derision’ to death. When they are imposed ‘by a con- 
stituted authority, military, political or ecclesiastic’, these 
sanctions, says Radcliffe-Brown, are legal. He does not also 
say that rules supported by legal sanctions are laws; this was 
not relevant to his context. But this proposition is generally 
taken for granted; the question in dispute is whether there are 
other rules which also ought to be called laws. Discussion of 


1 Structure and Function in Primitive Society, pp. 205-11. 
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this question is by no means confined to social anthropologists; 
many students of jurisprudence have also written about the 
relation between laws and other rules of conduct. 

When jurists talk about legal systems, they often concen- 
trate on organized sanctions and, again, take for granted the 
rules that are sanctioned. But they use the word ‘law’ to 
describe the system. Thus the famous American jurist, Roscoe 
Pound, said law was ‘social control through the systematic 
application of the force of politically organized society’, a 
definition which would have denied the possession of law to 
the Trobrianders and possibly also to the Nuer. Radcliffe- 
Brown followed him in writing of primitive law.? 

If one defines law in this way, the pursuit of private ven- 
geance for an act which everyone agrees is a wrong is not a 
form of legal action. Yet this is the only way of defending, or 
asserting, one’s rights in societies where there is no chief to 
order that the damage done be made good. If the Nuer have 
no law while the Tswana have, the rules that you must not 
steal a man’s property, or kill him, or run away with his wife, 
or fail to pay him what you owe him, are laws in one society 
but not in the other. 

The most satisfactory way to get out of this rather absurd 
conclusion is to distinguish, as Gluckman has done, between 
societies which do and do not have institutions specifically 
directed to the maintenance of law and the settlement of 
disputed claims—in other words ‘courts and constables’. These 
are legal institutions, and they are found in some form in every 
society which recognizes a ruler—and some others as well, 
such as the Arusha who were discussed earlier. But, as Gluck- 
man puts it, societies without courts have no legal rules, 
though they do have rules of law.” If one thus classifies institu- 
tions instead of classifying rules, one can see that what all 
societies do have in common are the absolutely basic rules 
protecting life and property and specifying who has claims on 
property. Fortes introduced into British anthropology the 
word jural to describe this kind of rule. It comes from the 
Latin word jus, meaning ‘a right’, whereas ‘legal’ comes from 
the Latin lex, meaning ‘a law’, something enacted. So justice 
by derivation means giving people their rights rather than 


1 Structure and Function, pp. 212-19. 
2 The Judicial Process among the Barotse, 1955, p. 230. 
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enforcing laws, and this is somewhere in people’s minds when, 
as they often do, they contrast justice with legality. 

If, however, a definition of law is desired which allows one to 
treat self-help as a legal action, the following has been offered 
by the American anthropologist E. A. Hoebel: ‘A social norm 
is legal if its neglect or infraction is regularly met, in threat or 
in fact, by the application of physical force by an individual 
or group possessing the socially recognized privilege of so 
acting.”} 


Civil and criminal offences 


It is traditional in western society to divide breaches of law 
into civil and criminal offences. Civil offences are those which 
are held to injure only the individual or corporate group 
whose rights are infringed, and are made good by the payment 
of damages. Criminal offences are in legal terms offences 
against the state, and in sociological terms would be called 
offences against society. Such offences cannot be atoned by 
restitution to any individual, but must be dealt with by a 
punishment inflicted on behalf of society as a whole. Logically 
they should be in some sense more serious than the actions 
which are classed as civil offences; in those countries which 
punish murder with death, it could be said that society regards 
this as an offence too serious to be made good by compensating 
the relatives of the murdered man. But now that governments 
are constantly making rules the breach of which is an offence 
against them and not against any private citizen—such as 
bringing whiskey into the country without paying duty or 
riding a bicycle without lights—it is difficult to argue that all 
crimes are held to be such because of the strong sense of injury 
that society feels when they are committed. 

Certainly, there is a marked contrast in this respect between 
small-scale and large-scale societies. In the latter, a very great 
number of offences are punished by the state, including some, 
such as theft, which clearly injure particular individuals. In 
the former, even homicide is conceived as an injury to the 
slain man’s kin, for which they should accept compensation if 
it is offered; and if the killer is himself killed, this is in vengeance 
by the people directly injured and not in punishment by a 
wrathful society. So Radeliffe-Brown, discussing primitive law, 

1 The Law of Primitive Man, 1954, p. 28. 
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remarked that simple societies recognize very few crimes. The 
examples he gives are all offences punished by death or banish- 
ment, and most of them are actions that could also be called 
sins—that is to say they are believed to offend spiritual beings 
and by doing so to bring pollution on society. Incest is often 
regarded as such an offence. Some societies expel or kill people 
accused of witchcraft, an activity which in their eyes is the 
most abominable of sins. But Radcliffe-Brown drew attention 
to one particular crime which has no such religious association 
—‘the crime of being a bad lot’. In fact this does not refer to 
the whole range of actions which might give a man such a 
name; it is recorded of several societies that they expel in- 
corrigible thieves. It is true also of most centralized societies 
that offences against the ruler himself are severely punished, 
often with death. 

But the principle which covers the majority of breaches of 
rule is that it is the injured individual who matters, and that 
what is important is for him to be compensated. Among the 
pastoral Turkana of northern Kenya there is no agreed scale of 
compensation, and an injured man who can muster support 
from his friends will go on seizing cattle until he considers he 
has taken enough. The Nuer recognize a fixed number of cattle 
as due in compensation for a homicide; the amount is larger if 
the slain man is an aristocrat—that is to say, is living in the 
part of Nuerland that ‘belongs’ to his descent group. But it is 
a mistake to interpret this, as is often done, as meaning that 
for the Nuer ‘law is relative’. Homicide is a wrong that must 
be avenged or compensated, whoever is killed; there is nothing 
relative about that rule. The fact that a big man’s life is valued 
more highly than a little man’s does not mean that it is less 
wrong to kill a little man. 

Usually one finds that settled agriculturalists are less turbu- 
lent than cattle people who move about with their herds. For 
cultivators who have no cattle, one explanation may be that 
they have no possessions which can be readily seized and 
carried off in compensation. But many farmers are also cattle 
owners, and one society of such people, the Arusha, expressly 
forbid self-help and private vengeance. Gulliver has suggested 
that this is because their country is so densely settled that the 
disorder it could create would be intolerable. 


1 Social Control in an African Society, p. 220. 


LAW 135 


One cannot divide societies neatly into those in which dis- 
putes are fought out, and those in which they are argued out 
before an impartial authority which decides who is right and 
what is to be done. The latter type indubitably have legal 
institutions; some of the former might be said to go only part 
of the way. Thus, among the Luhya of western Kenya, the 
heads of descent groups were traditionally held to be re- 
sponsible for the actions of their members, and if someone was 
involved in a dispute the elders of the two groups got together 
and tried to agree on a solution. Except within the narrowest 
descent group, no solution could be imposed unless the parties 
agreed. In the case of a dispute between members of a larger 
lineage it was not considered permissible to fight the matter 
out, but if no reconciliation could be attained the weaker party 
numerically (who could not have won in a fight) moved away 
and broke off relations with the rest of the lineage. If the dis- 
putants belonged to different clans, and the elders failed to 
find an agreed solution, there would be fighting, though the 
elders were still expected to intervene as soon as there was an 
opportunity. This is the kind of proceeding that led a District 
Commissioner in quite another part of Africa—Sierra Leone— 
to say that African disputes were settled by ‘diplomatic rather 
than judicial methods’. 

Then there have been societies in which rulers held courts 
and decided cases, but left it to the injured party to collect the 
redress awarded them. Among the Nkole of western Uganda 
the kinsmen of a slain man were allowed to seek vengeance, 
though only after the ruler had authorized it; and even among 
the Ganda, in the most highly organized kingdom of eastern 
Africa, blood-feuds were sometimes pursued. 


Primitive judicial processes 


But even in African societies where the authority of the ruler’s 
courts was unquestioned, and no resort to force was considered 
legitimate, the decisions of the courts were concerned as much 
with reconciling the parties as with awarding damages or 
punishing offences. This was at one time taken to indicate 
that there was something peculiar about African ideas of law. 
J. H. Driberg, an anthropologist who had been a District 


1G. Wagner, The Bantu of North Kavirondo, summarized in L. P. Mair, 
Primitive Government, pp. 53-56. 
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Commissioner, held that they were focused on the notion of 
restoring equilibrium; an offence disturbed the balance be- 
tween two groups, and this must be righted by an appropriate 
payment from the offender’s side. This view has been criticized 
by Max Gluckman, Professor of Anthropology at Manchester, 
who is one of the few contemporary social anthropologists with 
a legal training. Gluckman points out that in a small-scale 
society, where the people involved in disputes are usually near 
neighbours and will still be so after the court has decided the 
case, a different approach is necessary from that followed in a 
large-scale one, where people who have fought a lawsuit can 
usually manage, after it is over, to keep out of one another’s 
way. Gluckman reminds us that we too have legal institutions 
devoted to the reconciliation of parties to a dispute—the 
solicitors who work for a settlement out of court and do what 
they can to bring together quarrelling spouses or kinsmen. 

Gluckman’s elaborate analysis of the cases at which he was 
present in the court of the paramount chief of the Lozi, in 
Zambia, is directed to showing that despite the apparent 
differences in their procedure, Lozi judges have just the same 
conception of the nature of law as European ones, and indeed 
have a vocabulary that can be readily translated into European 
legal terms. To a superficial observer they appear to listen to 
a great deal of evidence that an English judge would consider 
irrelevant. They clearly do not narrow down the matter to be 
judged to a single question: Has the accused broken this 
particular law, or has he not? They are not expected to come 
to the matter ‘unprejudiced’, with no prior knowledge of the 
people who are to come before them; on the contrary, the more 
they know, the better. 

Gluckman argues that this is an appropriate attitude in the 
circumstances of Lozi society. In this small-scale society the 
people between whom disputes arise are bound together in 
half a dozen different ways. Their relationships are, as he puts 
it, multiplex. The headman of a village is its religious as well 
as its political authority; he is the source of rights to cultivate 
land and to fish in ponds and dams; and since anyone who 
wants to live in a village must establish a claim in virtue of 
kinship with someone already living there, he is also the kins- 
man of everyone under his authority. When a suit is brought 
against a man for a wrong done in one of his roles, the judges 
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consider how he has behaved in all of them, and they examine 
the behaviour of his accuser in the same way. The suit itself, 
though it is brought as a complaint on a specific issue, is bound 
to be one aspect of a total quarrel; the nature of the continuing 
relationships between the litigants makes this inevitable. So 
the judges, instead of shutting their eyes to everything except 
the question they were asked, consider and give judgment on 
the total balance of rights and wrongs. Thus, Gluckman argues, 
they are applying the same principle that European judges do 
when they compare what somebody has done with what a 
reasonable man might have been expected to do; but they are 
extending it to the whole field of the multiplex relationship 
between the disputants. The Lozi ‘reasonable man’ is more 
than an undifferentiated human being behaving in a reasonable 
way in a given situation. He is, as Gluckman puts it, ‘the 
reasonable and customary occupier of a specific position’.} 

While law enforcement can be regarded as an aspect of 
politics, and law itself as an aspect of social control, legal rules 
affect a very wide field of social relationships. This will already 
have become clear from the discussions of kinship and of 
politics. Kinship has its legal aspect because descent groups 
are property-holding corporations; politics its legal aspect in 
the rules that justify the exercise of authority. Law also has its 
bearing on economics, since if economics is concerned with the 
use people make of their resources, law says who has the right 
to dispose of these resources. 


Land rights 


A discussion of law which aimed to describe, over the whole 
field, the kind of rules that characterize small-scale societies, 
would be enormously long, and parts of it would duplicate 
other sections of this book. But it may be useful to give some 
account of the land rights typical of non-commercial societies, 
since they have general characteristics that result from the 
absence of commercial dealings in land. 

The question how people calculate the best way to dispose 
of their resources when there is no price system to make exact 
calculation possible will be discussed in detail in the following 
chapter. As far as land is concerned, one can say briefly that 
people who do not grow crops for sale do not think of land as a 

1 op. cit., p. 155. 
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resource which must be turned to maximum advantage, so 
that if you have rights over land which you are not using your- 
self you should seek to make a profit by charging someone else 
a rent for the use of it. Hence there is no such demand for the 
unrestricted control over an area of land—individual title—as 
arises on the one hand from people who want to be landlords 
collecting rent, and on the other from people who want to be 
free from dependence on landlords. 

Colonial governments have always thought it important to 
understand the land rights of the peoples under their rule, 
since they have usually sought to respect them when making 
grants of land for colonization or for plantations. Where the 
result has been, as it often has, to curtail the rights of the 
indigenous peoples, this has been because the colonial rulers 
interpreted the law to their own advantage or applied legal 
concepts of their own which were inapplicable to the situation; 
not because they deliberately disregarded legal claims. 

But they drew some very mistaken conclusions from the 
indubitable fact that in most of the systems they found, 
nobody could say, ‘I own this land, and if you want to buy it 
I am the man to apply to.’ A conclusion frequently drawn 
from this fact was that ‘Primitive land rights are communal.’ 
In societies with chiefs the answer to the question ‘Who owns 
this land?’ would usually be ‘The chief owns the land’—‘and 
everything in it’ would often be added. The conclusion drawn 
from this might be that the chief was a despot, a sort of super- 
landlord, against whose exactions his subjects had no protec- 
tion; on the other hand, in one famous instance, that of 
Buganda in East Africa, large estates were allotted in freehold 
title to political authorities who could be described in the 
Ganda language as ‘owning’ them but who had previously had 
by no means the rights of landlords. 

Gluckman’s study of the Lozi provides us with a starting- 
point for this discussion, for he has enumerated the various 
meanings that they attach to the word which he translates as 
‘ownership’—bung’a. Bung’a, he says, refers to rights of what- 
ever kind that attach to a particular status. Thus a husband is 
mung’a of his wife, not because he has bought and could sell 
her, but because he has authority over her. ‘A headman’, 
Gluckman writes, ‘has bung’a over his clothes, over his village 
land (over which the king has superior bung’a), over his own 


LAW 139 


gardens in that land, over his wife, over his kinsmen, over his 
children.’ When the Lozi want to indicate the precise nature 
of the rights implied in each case, they do it by specifying the 
status to which it applies, as wife, child, brother, subject. 

The quotation from Gluckman refers to three different mean- 
ings of bung’a in relation to land. The king’s superior bung’a is 
that ownership that is generally ascribed to rulers; it is ex- 
pressed in the right to claim tribute and service from the 
inhabitants of his country, and in the right to nominate some 
of his subjects as village headmen with their own type of 
bung’a. Remember the phrase “The chief owns the country and 
everything in it’; he claims tribute and service as a political 
superior, not as a landlord charging rent in return for the use 
of his land. 

The village headman’s bung’a entitles him to say whether a 
newcomer may join his village and what land this man is to 
have for planting; and to stop outsiders from fishing the village 
ponds. His right over his own gardens is the same as that of his 
subjects over theirs—to have his neighbours respect his 
boundaries, to be undisturbed in cultivation as long as he is a 
loyal subject of his superior, performing his political duties and 
not plotting treason, and to pass on the gardens to his heir. 

If, then, one moves from the point of view of the headman 
to that of the ordinary villager, one sees that three different 
people have bung’a over the land that the villager cultivates. 
He himself has rights of occupation which he can transmit to 
his heir; the village headman has the right of allocation which 
he exercised when the cultivator joined the village (or his 
predecessor did for the cultivator’s predecessor); and the king 
has the overriding right to depose the headman, tell him to 
move his village, or appoint another one. An English lawyer 
might not regard these last rights as property rights at all; but 
to the Lozi they are expressions of the king’s ‘ownership’ of the 
land. A Ganda once put the position succinctly when describ- 
ing the authority of a territorial chief. Having recognized that 
such a man has authority over a definite area of land, including 
the right to admit or refuse newcomers, he said, ‘He doesn’t 
rule land, he rules people.’ 

In relation to any piece of land, then, rights of different 
kinds are exercised by different people. The Lozi are atypical 


1 Gluckman, op. cit., p. 300. 
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in that land rights are acquired solely by village membership 
and not by membership of a descent group. Where descent 
groups own land as their corporate property, yet another type 
of right exists. This is the potential claim which any member 
has on the lineage land even if in practice he chooses not to live 
there.1 The logical corollary of the existence of such claims is 
that individual members of a land-owning lineage cannot dis- 
pose of their rights without regard to the views of their fellow- 
members. It is on the whole true that nobody in the pre- 
commercial days ever wished to abandon altogether any rights 
in land that he might have; where there is no alternative 
livelihood to farming, there can be nothing for which one 
would wish to exchange land. But people often have rights of 
occupation over land that they are not actually cultivating; it 
may be land that ought to be resting, it may be land that has 
become surplus because there are fewer in the family than 
there used to be. If an outsider seeks to use this land, as fre- 
quently happens in areas of dense population, the occupier 
must get the approval of the right-holding group—or at least 
of its recognized head—before he agrees to this. This is what 
has given rise to the popular idea that African land was tradi- 
tionally ‘communally owned’. Literally understood the phrase 
is perhaps correct; but if it is taken to imply that individuals 
have no rights at all in specific areas, it is wholly misleading. 
It might be more helpful to think of rights in land as being 
divided into rights of wse and rights of administration. 

The admission of outsiders to lineage land may be initiated 
from either side. If the outsider asks for a plot it must be 
because he is short of land, but if the rightholder offers one it 
is because he needs something else. His wife is sick and the 
spirits demand a sacrifice; or his father-in-law is pressing for 
outstanding bridewealth cattle; or he is required to pay a fine. 
He has to borrow from a neighbour, and as a pledge he offers 
land for cultivation. He is entitled to redeem the land at any 
time; there is no such calculation as is made in a commercial 
mortgage, of value of land in relation to value of loan, or of a 
time-limit for repayment, and no equivalent of foreclosure. 
Where an outsider is received as a tenant, there is similarly no 


} Such claims are not usually maintained by women in patrilineal societies 


who marry into other lineages; it is for their husbands to provide them with 
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question of a rent calculated in relation to the value—or the 
yield—of the land. The outsider is expected to give the right- 
holder a gift at harvest time—probably some beer brewed 
from his new supply of grain—but this is essentially an acknow- 
ledgment of his relationship of dependence. Often the tenant 
becomes an affine by marrying the rightholder’s daughter or 
sister, and these tenant relationships are frequently maintained 
through the generations. Pledges too are often left long un- 
redeemed. It may be that in the course of years the question 
whose ancestor was the original rightholder is forgotten and 
that in this way land passes from one lineage to another. But 
at the time when these transactions are made people are 
usually careful to have witnesses; sometimes they bring a 
young boy to witness the transaction, so that there may be 
somebody to remember it when the original parties are dead. 
In general, it is true that small-scale agricultural societies 
think of land as inalienable. There is not a prohibition against 
the sale of land; this is just not thought of as possible, and 
many of the African chiefs who agreed to sell land to Euro- 
peans did not realize that they were committing themselves 
to the renunciation of all rights in it. Some ethnographic ac- 
counts of particular peoples tell us that with them land sales 
were traditional. Thus it has been stated of the Kamba of 
Kenya that when they were in process of taking possession of 
their present country the man who had cleared a patch of 
virgin soil would ‘sell’ it, giving his lineage mates the first 
refusal, and move on further. The Kikuyu, in their long debate 
with the European settlers in Kenya, maintained that they 
had ‘bought’ their land from the Dorobo forest people whom 
they found in occupation, and so had as good a claim to title 
as the Europeans who bought farms from the government. 
Of these examples one can say with confidence that what- 
ever the transactions described may have been, they cannot 
have been at all like sales as these are understood in societies 
where people live by buying and selling. It is not too much of 
a paradox to say that, unless everything can be bought and 
sold, nothing can be. What we see in these two Kenya examples 
is that in certain circumstances people abandoned certain 
claims on land for a consideration. The Kamba man who did 
not intend to stay in the first place where he cleared a field 
handed it on, perhaps, to someone who made him a return for 
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his trouble in clearing it. The Nikuyu, when they began to cut 
down the forests where the Dorobo lived by hunting, placated 
them with presents of goats, in return for which the Dorobo 
moved further into the forests and refrained from shooting 
poisoned arrows at them, It is hardly possible to coneeive of 
the Dorobo, who did not even cultivate their land, regarding 
it as a saleable commodity. 

With the entry of the small-scale societies inte world com- 
meree, the cultivation of cash crops and the general extension 
of money transactions, the ways in which people in these 
societies have considered it permissible to dispose of land have 
changed considerably. But there has not, of course, been a 
clear, simple switch from ‘communal’ to ‘individual’ tenure, 
such as many people anxious for rapid economic development 
would like to see. Ashanti farmers buy and sell cocoa land, but 
still think it would be shameful to part with the family food 
farm. Bantu in South Africa who have been allotted individual 
holdings take advantage of their undisputed ownership of 
economically valueless land to go away and earn wages, but 
they would never have dreamt of selling their holdings, even 
before the e@partheid policy made it impossible for them to 
settle in town. There is a sense in which rights to land still give, 
in most parts of the world, a security that is not guaranteed in 
any other way. This explains both the traditional principle 
that land was ultimately inalienable and the attachment to it 
at the present day. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


Some writers on law are quite sure what law is and discuss the legal 
rules characteristic of different societies. This is perfectly per 
missible, since a certain quota of rules, concerning particularly 
rights to property and marriage (as determining succession to 
property) are necessary for any social order, It has often proved 
possible to describe the law of a small-seale society in a manner 
which would be a guide to their judges, as well as to any outside 
authority responsible for supervising the judges’ decisions. 

The classic study of this kind is Maine's dneient Lew (Everyman 
edn., 1917) which ts diseussed in Chapter II. Books of this kind by 
anthropologists include I. Schapera, 4 Handbook ef Tswana Law 
and Custom (2nd edn., 1955), J. F. Holleman, Shona Customary 
Law (1952), P. P. Howell, 4 Manual of Nuer Lew (1954). C. K. 
Meek, Law and Authority in a Nigeria Tribe (1987), about the Ibo, 
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is largely concerned with political systems, but has some chapters 
on law in this sense. 

Malinowski’s views on primitive law, and the various definitions 
of Jaw which he offered at different times, are surmmarized and dis- 
cussed by I, Schapera, ‘Malinowski’s Theories of Law’ in R. W. 
Virth «d., Mon and Culture (1957), Raddifie-Brown’s views on the 
subject are susnmarized in an encydopacdia article, ‘Primitive 
Law’, which is reproduced in his Structure and Function in Primi- 
tive Socicly (1952). Both these writers were concerned with law 
enforcement rather than with legal rules. H. I. Hoghin, Law and 
Order in Polynesia (1984), with an introduction by Malinowski, 
applies the latter’s theories to ethnographic literature on the South 
Sea Islands. 

A number of writers have discussed the procedures for settling 
legal claims in socicties where there are no courts with final 
authority. Among these are RK. Barton, Ifugao Law (1919), P. J. 
Bobannan, Jusdice and Judgement among the Tiv (1957), and K. N. 
Diewelyn and B, A. Hoebel, The Cheyenne Way (1941). 

M, Gluckman in The Judicial Process among the Barotse (1955) 
analyses the handling of a large number of cases by Lozi courts and 
argues that, despite differences-in procedure, they follow essenti- 
ally the same principles as would western judges. He examines the 
vocabulary they use in trying cases and in discussing law in the 
abstract, and maintains that they have concepts corresponding to 
all those that are most fundamental in English jurisprudence. 

A number of studies of land laws have been made, not all by 
anthropologists. The older literature for Cormmonwealth countries 
is surnrnarized in C. K. Meek, Land Law and Custom in the Colonies 
(1946). Monographic studies of single societies include I. Schapera, 
Notive Lond Tenure in the Bechuanaland Protectorate (1948), V.G. J. 
Sheddick, Land Tenure in Basutoland (1954), and J. F. M. Middle- 
ton, Land Tenure in Zanzibar (1961). Studies showing how land 
rights have changed with new commercia] opportunities—a theme 
of Meck’s book—include P. H. Gulliver, Land Tenure and Social 
Change among the Nyakyusa (1958) and C. Alan, Customary Land 
Tenure in the British Solomon Islands Protectorate (1957). 


CHAPTER TEN 


THE ORGANIZATION OF 
PRODUCTION 


L1KE law and politics, economics is an aspect of social organiz- 
ation that small-scale societies have often been thought to lack. 
Those who conceive economics as essentially concerned with 
money and prices are on firm logical ground in saying that 
there can be none in societies which do not exchange goods for 
money and so cannot make exact calculations of price. But 
this is as narrow a view of economics as the view of politics 
which holds that there cannot be politics without the state. 
There are many wider definitions of its field. Some have called 
it the science of choice. This would make it embrace probably 
the whole of life, certainly the whole of politics. In fact eco- 
nomics is concerned with the way people manage their re- 
sources (mainly but not entirely material) and particularly the 
choices they make between different uses of these—‘the alloca- 
tion of scarce means to competing ends’. Raymond Firth, the 
leading student of the economics of small-scale societies, has 
called it ‘that broad sphere of human activity concerned with 
resources, their limitations and uses, and the organization 
whereby they are brought in a rational way into relation with 
human wants’.? 

Of course everyone recognizes that small-scale societies pro- 
duce, exchange and consume goods. But some people never- 
theless deny that their members make ‘economic’ calculations. 
It is argued that they have no foresight, no notion of relative 
values, of refraining from present consumption for the sake of 
the future, and in fact that their ideal man is not at all like a 
business tycoon. This is a matter of practical importance to 
many economists who are interested in the problem of in- 
creasing productivity in the low-income countries of the world; 


1 Primitive Polynesian Economy, 1939, p. 4. 
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some of them ascribe their difficulties to the people’s ‘lack of 
economic sense’. 

An examination of this question does not find a place as a 
matter of course in all contemporary ethnographic mono- 
graphs. All social anthropologists are expected to find out how 
the people they study get their livelihood, what sources of food 
they have, what use they make of the natural resources of their 
environment, how labour is organized and tasks distributed, 
what possessions they prize most. Details of technique are 
generally left to students of culture, and some of these have 
earned the description that was originally applied to certain 
writings of a famous economist—‘spineless platitudes about 
manure’. Social anthropologists sometimes calculate how 
much time is given to different kinds of work. A calendar of 
seasonal activities, or at least a description of the variations 
in routine in the course of the year, is obligatory in a modern 
field-work report. But more sophisticated analysis calls for the 
way of thinking of the trained economist, and only a few 
anthropologists have acquired this. The work that these few 
have done, however, can and should be understood by all 
students of small-scale societies. 

Such societies are commonly said to have a ‘subsistence’ 
economy. This does not mean that they produce only enough 
for a bare subsistence, but it does mean that they expect to use 
what they produce in meeting their own needs, and not in 
trading for other goods which are acquired through the 
medium of money, as in the typical ‘exchange’ economies of 
the industrialized world. Anthropologists have long distin- 
guished three main type of subsistence economy: that which 
depends on hunting wild animals and collecting wild fruits and 
roots, that which depends on domestic animals and that which 
depends on agriculture—or on agriculture and animal hus- 
bandry together. These different types used to be thought to 
represent successive stages of human development. Nowadays 
it would be better to regard them as forming a logical scheme 
in which one can distinguish different levels of technical know- 
ledge. Sophisticated economic analysis has been directed only 
to agriculturalists. 


1R. W. Firth, Elements of Social Organization, 1963, pp. 130-1. 
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The division of labour 


Durkheim first considered the implications for the organiza- 
tion of production of different levels of technique in his work 
on the division of labour. His distinction between ‘mechani- 
cal’ and ‘organic solidarity’ has been mentioned earlier. Today 
it is perhaps more useful in discussing political than economic 
organization. In economic terms, Durkheim draws a distinc- 
tion between a society with no specialists, in which economic 
co-operation could only consist in the multiplication of un- 
specialized ‘hands’, and one in which it implies the participa- 
tion of numbers of specialists, each one making a contribution 
which is indispensable to the enterprise or to the economic 
system as a whole. In the first type of co-operation half the 
workers could stay away and the work would still get done, 
though more slowly; in the second it would not be done at all. 
In the first, again—if Durkheim had really worked out, as he 
never did, the ‘mechanical’ side of his antithesis—most of the 
time production is carried out independently by small units, 
families or households, all similar in structure and all doing the 
same kind of work. 

But there is actually always some allocation of tasks in rela- 
tion to capabilities. Characteristic lines of division of labour 
between men and women have been mentioned in the dis- 
cussion of social differentiation. Sometimes these are sanc- 
tioned by magical or religious ideas, as when it is supposed that 
disaster would result from the contact of women with cattle. 
In most societies men think some kinds of work are beyond the 
capabilities of women; among the Siane of the New Guinea 
highlands this applies to the handling of axes. In most societies, 
too, men think some kinds of work beneath their dignity; in 
many parts of Africa they take this attitude towards agricul- 
tural work, or parts of it. Children do jobs appropriate to their 
age; this is how they get education in societies where there is 
no formal schooling. Little boys herd goats; little girls fetch 
water or look after yet smaller children. Among the Bemba of 
Zambia, the task of lopping the branches of tall trees, which 
are burnt to fertilize the ground for planting, necessarily falls 
to the active young men. 


1 See p. 24. 
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Specialists 


Moreover, there is no society without its specialists such 
as weavers, potters or woodworkers. These differ from the 
specialists of an industrial society in that they do not get their 
subsistence by exchanging their products for food and shelter. 
Every craftsman is a food-getter as well. He cannot ‘earn his 
daily bread’ because every household is expected to provide 
its own food. Craftsman work in their ‘spare time’—when there 
is no fieldwork or herding or hunting to be done, and other 
people would be making the rough objects that anyone can 
make, or just sitting around drinking beer and talking. They 
rarely accumulate stocks in the hope that somebody will want 
them, display them in front of their houses or hawk them 
around; mostly their products seem to be ‘bespoke’. An un- 
usual belief held by the Tonga of Zambia is that the skill of 
the craftsman is a gift from an ancestor who will be angry if 
he does not practise it; so he works all the time, but gives the 
objects he makes to his kinsmen. 

In many African societies craftsmen were attached to royal 
courts, and worked to supply the rulers with especially fine 
products of their skill. This certainly encouraged the develop- 
ment of African art. Another factor encouraging specialization 
is the range of trading relations. Products of West Africa, 
notably gold dust and leather goods, were reaching the Medi- 
terranean coast in Roman times, and after the Arabs entered 
North Africa and developed caravan routes across the Sahara, 
an extensive trade began, which eventually fired the imagina- 
tion of Europeans with the idea of the immense wealth of this 
unknown region. 

In this region the craftsmen were often organized in guilds, 
to give them the name applied to such associations in mediaeval 
Europe, and some had special privileges in virtue of their skill. 
The Ashanti goldsmiths, for example, were themselves allowed 
to wear ornaments of types that were otherwise made only for 
important chiefs. Often there were whole villages where gne 
craft was practised, and indeed one can visit weavers’ villages 
in Nigeria today. In cities the practitioners of each craft lived 
in their own quarter, again as in mediaeval Europe. The guilds 
have been described in some detail as they function in the 
kingdom of Nupe, in Northern Nigeria, by S. F. Nadel, the 
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anthropologist who worked in that country in 1984-6. Here 
the blacksmiths, brass-workers and silversmiths, glass-makers, 
bead-workers and weavers in any town were organized in 
guilds. Membership of a guild was in practice hereditary, as a 
son was expected to follow his father’s trade. Each guild had a 
head, who bore a title indicating his office and was the spokes- 
man for the members in dealing with the court; the king would 
place his orders through the guild-heads. In 1985 the king of 
Nupe built a new house and had all the nails and brackets in 
it made by the blacksmiths’ guild, and rewarded the workers 
with a gift of food. 

In India the caste system theoretically divides the popula- 
tion into specialist occupations, though, as has been men- 
tioned earlier,? by no means everyone pursues the occupation 
from which his caste takes its name. In fact caste dictates 
specialization only in the sense that people of high caste will 
not undertake occupations that incur ritual pollution. But this 
system does form the basis of a division of labour among the 
members of a village community. A description of this is given 
by F. G. Bailey in relation to the village of Bisipara in Orissa. 
The land of this village was traditionally owned by members 
of the Warrior caste, who thus controlled the rice produced 
from it. Members of other castes were servants of the village. 
The Brahmins, although their caste is the highest, served the 
village in the sense of performing rituals for it. Barbers, 
washermen, the temple custodian, the street sweepers and the 
herdsmen (i.e. members of these castes) gave their services in 
return for a ‘tithe’—a share of the rice harvest in addition to 
special payments, usually in rice, for specific services. Out- 
castes—members of the castes whose touch is held to be pol- 
luting—worked on the land, attached as servants to different 
landowners who provided them with food from their own rice 
stores. Although these relationships have been modified by 
the contact of Bisipara with world trade, this description 
remains largely true, and it indicates how the caste system 
worked in the past. 

It is characteristic of many forms of production in small- 
scale societies that the craftsman is in some sense a magician, 


1 A Black Byzantium, 1942. 
2 See pp. 55-6. 
°F. G. Bailey, Caste and the Economic Frontier, 1957. 
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or, if he is not, his activity is subject to rules and precautions 
that we should call magical, and that he himself would describe 
in words that belong to the context of magic. We find the most 
striking examples in the south-west Pacific. The construction 
in the Trobriand Islands of a sea-going canoe is punctuated 
with the recitation of spells to make it fast, sea-worthy and a 
bringer of glory to its owner. In Tikopia rites are performed at 
the building of a canoe or the making of a fishing net; both may 
be formally placed under the protection of spiritual beings, 
and the technical process of making them is interrupted for 
offerings to be made to these, and invocations to them to make 
the objects efficient for their purpose. In Africa this kind of 
positive reinforcement of the technical activity by magic is 
less common, but some crafts, such as ironworking and pot- 
tery, may be surrounded by taboos and ritual precautions; for 
example, women are not allowed to come near a blacksmith 
at work. 

Malinowski demonstrated conclusively that the performance 
of such activities must not be taken to show that ‘savages’ rely 
on mumbo-jumbo in their practical pursuits and have no 
understanding of technical principles. He showed that the 
people of the Trobriands understood very well how to make a 
canoe stable, and knew the properties of the different woods 
available to them for building, and that the delicate parts of 
the construction were done with the utmost care. He argued 
that the ritual of canoe-building gave the builders confidence 
in the successful outcome of their work. Firth, while agreeing 
with this, argues that ritual may in other ways be an obstacle 
to technical efficiency. It takes time that could otherwise be 
spent on finishing the job, and it may also deter people from 
experimenting with new methods, since failure is apt to be 
explained by shortcomings in the performance of the ritual and 
not by inadequacies in technique. But he also calls attention to 
an aspect of religious belief, in the particular case of canoe- 
building, which he sees as an incentive to steady work— 
namely the idea that the spirits to whom a canoe is dedicated 
are offended at having to see it in a dismantled condition. 


The organization of labour 


In no society, however complex, is every man a specialist. 
The organization of a labour force larger than what a single 


150 THE ORGANIZATION OF PRODUCTION 


domestic unit can provide is a matter of combining the skill of 
specialists with the muscular strength of unskilled labour. 
Economists have asked how, in non-monetary societies, such 
a labour force is recruited, organized, directed and rewarded. 

To begin with the recruitment of the labour force, this is 
obviously not done by advertising a job at the appropriate 
rate and waiting for applicants. Social relationships rather 
than calculations of material advantage decide whether a man 
should stick to his own field or his own fishing or help his 
neighbour build a house. 

In many parts of Africa, agricultural peoples expect help 
from their neighbours—whether lineage kin or not—at the 
times when work needs to be done quickly, particularly in get- 
ting the ground ready for sowing at the approach of the rainy 
season. The Gusii of western Kenya have a name—rika—for 
this co-operating group. Since they do not live in villages but 
in scattered homesteads, the word describes the people of an 
area within which each household would expect others to 
answer the call for help. The Kipsigis, also in this part of the 
world, recognize village officials with the responsibility of de- 
ciding whose turn it is to have their fields worked on next. In 
some places young men form teams and offer their services; 
often a suitor goes with his age-mates to work for his pros- 
pective father-in-law. All these forms of co-operation depend 
on status, on the social relationship between those who call 
for help and those who answer the call. Within the smallest 
work-groups, of nuclear family and homestead, work is not 
held to deserve any particular reward; it is the way the family 
keeps alive and meets its obligations towards outsiders. Out- 
siders, who may have some choice as to whether they will fulfil 
an obligation to co-operate—or possibly even whether such an 
obligation exists—are rewarded with food and drink; cases are 
on record where women do the work and the reward consists in 
a beer-party for their husbands. 

The anthropologists who have recorded these facts have for 
the most part not been economists, and for an economist’s 
analysis of the way co-operative labour is organized and re- 
warded we must turn to the work done first by Malinowski in 
the Trobriand Islands and later by Firth in the Polynesian 
island of Tikopia. Their studies have been followed by others, 
mostly in the Melanesian field. 
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The construction and use of canoes, typical of this part of 
the world, provide material for the analysis of co-operative 
production, of entrepreneurship, and of the way in which 
labour is obtained and rewarded. To build a canoe, or make 
major repairs to one, calls for considerable labour, and it can- 
not go to sea, even on an inshore fishing expedition, without a 
crew. 

Who then are the labourers or the crew, and what do they 
expect to get out of it? Who is the employer? Is he a financier 
and if so in what sense? How does he become so? In Tikopia 
any head of a house may organize the building of a canoe, but 
it is mostly men of high rank who have their canoes conse- 
crated to deities and ancestor spirits. Only a chief—here the 
head of a clan—can perform this consecration, and the ‘sacred 
canoe’ has to be periodically reconsecrated. This gives the chief 
control over it, not because of the economic contribution that 
he has made to its construction, but because of his monopoly 
of the indispensable ritual. Only the more elaborately built 
canoes necessary for deep-sea fishing are consecrated; in virtue 
of their dedication to the gods they are further elaborated with 
decoration which is not strictly required for technical efficiency. 

The operation actually witnessed by Firth was the repair of 
a sacred canoe that had been originally built on the initiative of 
the Ariki (chief of) Kafika, who, therefore, was its owner. He 
secured the nucleus of his labour force by expressly inviting 
a few of his close kinsmen and neighbours; he also asked for 
the services of the expert craftsman in wood who would be 
responsible for the skilled work, and who was his sister’s 
son. Other people turned up when they heard the work was 
going on. 

A tree had to be cut down to make a new gunwale. The chief 
and his son did this. They did not make any return to the man 
on whose land they found it. Adverse comment was heard on 
this fact; nevertheless, they were able to treat the tree as a 
‘free good’, and it was not by virtue of his command over the 
supply of wood that the ehief could initiate this enterprise. 
The log was carried to the shore by a party of about twenty 
men whom the chief and his son asked to help them. These 
were not their clansmen, but all were either neighbours, matri- 
lateral kinsmen or affines. They were rewarded with quantities 
of coconuts freshly plucked. 
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The expert carving work was done by a man of the Taumako 
clan, who owned an adze believed to have the magical pro- 
perty of killing borer beetles in any wood on which it is used. 
This man’s brother had been the expert woodworker at the 
original building of the canoe. Four men worked under his 
direction to make a new gunwale. When it was to be fitted to 
the canoe about half a dozen men were needed to lift it up and 
hold it on the edge of the hull, but a good many more were 
gathered around, as many as twenty-six at one point, and they 
took turns at the work, while some went off to help in the 
cooking of food for the working party. The extra food needed 
for this large number was contributed by the affines of the 
chief, whose responsibility it was to cook it. All present, no 
matter how much or little work they had done, shared in the 
meal. 


The rewards of labour 


When the work was finished everyone who had helped in the 
building, except those who were close relatives of the chief, 
was given a basket of food to take away. The carving expert 
received a bundle of bark-cloth, and a present of food was sent 
to the chief of Taumako as ‘owner’ of the adze. One piece of 
bark-cloth was given to the man who had helped the chief to 
cut down the tree for the new gunwale, and a special present 
of food was sent to the owner of a brace-and-bit—one of the 
two on the island—which he had lent for boring holes to thread 
the lashings of creeper through. 

The work, then, was rewarded partly by meals at the chief’s 
expense and partly by presents in acknowledgment of specific 
contributions. But clearly it was not just for the sake of a meal 
that men gave their time to this in preference to other possible 
occupations. In Firth’s view they were primarily influenced 
by non-material considerations: the obligations of kinship and 
neighbourliness, respect of commoners for the wishes of a chief, 
the prospect of later deriving advantage from the canoe as 
members of fishing expeditions, reinforced by the religious 
beliefs which made it necessary to keep a consecrated canoe in 
good condition. The obligations he refers to impose constraint, 
certainly, but yet the consciousness of having met one’s obliga- 
tion is a kind of satisfaction, even without the further satis- 
faction of ‘earning’ social approval. A man who has helped to 
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build a canoe might have spent the time in some activity that 
brought him more material advantage, but he does not con- 
sider that he should receive a material reward commensurate 
with what he has missed. 

Labour in house-building was rewarded on the same prin- 
ciples. The building of a house needs several skilled craftsmen, 
who are rewarded with presents of barkcloth and mats. They 
and the unskilled helpers share a meal that is cooked for them 
all to eat when the work is finished, and anyone who is around 
gets a share of this without being asked how much he has done 
to ‘earn’ it. Again it is for the affines of the man whose house 
is being built to supply the extra food.! 


The primitive entrepreneur 


In the Trobriand Islands it is again the headman of a village 
or the chief of a cluster of villages who organizes the building 
of a sea-going canoe—who gathers the unskilled labourers to- 
gether, engages the expert and rewards them all. He can ex- 
pect his close kinsmen to work continuously till the construc- 
tion is finished, but where a larger labour force is needed his 
whole village, and possibly men from outside, will be called 
upon. The rough shaping of the logs is a job for a small number 
of close kinsmen or neighbours, either of the expert builder or 
of the initiating headman. They get on with it in their spare 
time, and it may take them two to six months. Then comes 
the stage when a larger labour force is concentrated for a few 
days to build, caulk and paint the canoe and make the sail. 
After the launching a ceremonial distribution of food is held 
at which the workers receive their reward. 

The object of sea voyages in the Trobriands and adjoining 
islands is the ceremonial exchange of valuables which will be 
described in the following chapter. Sometimes a combined 
voyage is made by all the canoes of a village under the leader- 
ship of one man. When such a fleet sets out, they land after 
the first short day’s voyage, and the leader makes a ceremonial 
distribution of food to each of the other canoe leaders in turn. 
This is in a sense an advance reward for their loyal companion- 
ship during the voyage. It puts them under an obligation, so 
that they do not feel able to turn back, however bad the 
weather or whatever disasters they may encounter. 

1 See R. W. Firth, Elements of Social Organization, 1963, pp. 136-7. 


154 THE ORGANIZATION OF PRODUCTION 


Clearly the initiator of such enterprises must be able to dis- 
pose of considerable quantities of surplus food. The Trobriand 
chief obtains the pigs and yams that he needs from his kins- 
men and affines; he is chief of a cluster of villages in virtue of 
his marriage alliances with these villages, and his brothers-in- 
law—that is, his wife’s clansmen in these villages—have the 
obligation of supplying their sisters with garden produce. A 
monogamist gains little from this arrangement because he has 
to garden for his own sister, but a polygynist gains much. His 
own kinsmen contribute a share because they share in the 
prestige that he wins from his munificence. In other Melanesian 
societies men who seek to organize communal activities, such 
as the building or repair of a ceremonial house, rely entirely 
on their own energies and those of their kinsmen to accumulate 
the necessary food. 

Malinowski, who interpreted the food gifts to chiefs from 
their affines as ‘tribute’, said the chief might be called the 
‘tribal banker’. This description might apply better to those 
African chiefs who collect tribute in virtue of their political 
position and use it to help needy subjects, sometimes in times 
of famine, distributing the grain that they have stored. Such a 
chief is a banker in the sense that he keeps a store of resources 
which can be drawn upon. The Trobriand chief, or the ‘big 
man’ in Melanesian societies which do not recognize rank— 
who accumulates goods in order to reward the participants— 
is more like a financier. Indeed various writers describe such 
men as ‘entrepreneurs’ or ‘managers’. 

Clearly only a few men are in a position to ‘finance’ these 
large-scale undertakings. But such men do not form a separate 
social class of employers. There may be many men who can 
never be anything but labourers, but those who are in a 
position to organize large-scale enterprises do not consider that 
they should do no manual work themselves. For example, 
Firth observed that two sons of chiefs were among the party 
that carried the log down to the shore for the canoe-building. 
To take an example from a peasant economy where money is 
widely used, the Malay owner of a fishing boat goes outin it and 
fishes along with the rest of the crew. According to Herskovits, 
the king of Dahomey himself was not ‘exempt from the com- 
mand to participate in the common labour of farming’, and 

1M. J. Herskovits, Dahomey, 1938, Vol. I, p. 30. 
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if this was not true of all African kings, certainly their wives 
often worked in the fields like other women. 

In the more highly differentiated economy of Nupe, where, 
at the time of Nadel’s study, all craft objects were sold for 
cash, we see people who are more like entrepreneurs in the 
western sense. In most crafts an extended family formed a 
working unit, the senior man buying the raw material and 
taking the payment. But in the case of blacksmiths, who used 
for some operations a larger work team than an extended 
family can supply, the guild head would advance money to 
any member of the guild to buy crude iron ore. When an order 
came from the court, which was always the largest customer, 
he distributed it among the workshops, and when payment 
was made he took more than half and distributed the rest. But 
unlike a modern entrepreneur he was himself a skilled crafts- 
man; his share of the payment was as much a return for his 
skilled direction and advice to guild members as for the finance 
that he provided. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


Discussions of the economic aspects of life in societies of simple 
technology are to be found in both the expositions of anthro- 
pological theory for beginners by R. W. Firth, Human Types 
(2nd. edn., 1958) and Elements of Social Organization (8rd. edn., 
1961). The same writer has published three detailed studies of the 
economics of simple societies: Economics of the New Zealand Maori 
(2nd. edn., 1959), Primitive Polynesian Economy (1939), about the 
Tikopia, and Malay Fishermen: Their Peasant Economy (1946). 

Studies of the organization of production and exchange by 
anthropologists who are not economists include A. I. Richards, 
Land, Labour and Diet in Northern Rhodesia (1939), on the Bemba; 
M. Gluckman, Economy of the Central Barotse Plain (1941); G. 
Wagner, The Bantu of North Kavirondo, Vol. II (1955); E. R. 
Leach, Social and Economic Organization of the Rowanduz Kurds 
(1940); C. D. Forde and R. C. Scott, The Native Economies of 
Nigeria (1946); L. Pospisil, Kapauku Papuan Economy (1968). 
M. Douglas, The Lele of the Kasai (1963), deals with economic 
relationships in more detail than is usually found in a monograph 
describing all aspects of a society. 

Craft specialization is discussed by S. F. Nadel in A Black 
Byzantium (1942), a study of the Nupe of Northern Nigeria; by 
E. Colson in “Trade and Wealth among the Tonga’ in P. J. Bohan- 
nan and G. Dalton eds., Markets in Africa (1962); and by Firth in 
Primitive Polynesian Economy. 
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The relation between the caste system in India and the division 
of labour is discussed in general terms in F. G. Bailey, “Tribe and 
Caste in India’ in Contributions to Indian Sociology, 1951, and illus- 
trated by a field study in Caste and the Economic Frontier (1957). 

The ritual of economic activity, and the relation between magical 
belief and empirical knowledge, is discussed by Malinowski with 
reference to canoe-building and sailing in Argonauts of the Western 
Pacific (1922) and with reference to agriculture in Coral Gardens 
and their Magic (1935). R. W. Firth makes critical comments on his 
theory in the essay ‘Malinowski in Economic Anthropology’ in the 
collection edited by him, Man and Culture (1957). 

The most detailed analysis of the method by which labour is 
rewarded in a non-monetary economy is that made of Tikopia 
canoe-building by Firth in Primitive Polynesian Economy. His 
Malay Fishermen, an account of people who sell their fish for cash, 
describes the principles which they recognize in the distribution of 
the return. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


THE EXCHANGE OF GOODS 


Do people who have not a monetary system to enable them to 
calculate profit and loss in fact make such calculations? Do 
they ever ask themselves whether some way of spending time, 
or disposing of goods in their possession, is more worth while 
than an alternative? Some definitions of ‘primitive’ economics 
imply that they do, for example that of R. F. Salisbury, who 
says he is studying ‘those activities in which people . . . appear 
to organize their behaviour in terms of a rational calculation of 
the quantities of goods or services produced, exchanged or 
consumed, in such a way as to allocate scarce means to meet 
competing ends’.! In practice every anthropologist today 
assumes that he will find people asking such questions. What 
is interesting is the difference in the way they are answered 
between non-monetary and peasant societies on the one hand, 
and industrial societies on the other. 

The presence or absence of a commercial economy based on 
the universal acceptance of money as a medium of exchange is 
the crucial factor here. Small-scale societies are small-scale 
because they lack means of long-distance communication, of 
which a common medium of exchange is one. Lacking this, 
they lack the means to conduct the kind of once-for-all trans- 
actions that we call buying and selling, transactions in which 
the parties need never meet, or if they do, it is only for a few 
minutes across a counter. They lack equally the means to con- 
duct the ‘single-strand’ relationship of wage-labourer and 
employer. All exchanges in non-monetary societies are be- 
tween people whose relationships are continuing and ‘many- 
stranded’ or ‘multiplex’. 

Among such exchanges are the type the economist thinks of 
first, in which each party has a surplus of some commodity 
that the other lacks. In the majority of cases such goods are 
bartered, obviously not without some conception of a standard 

1R. F. Salisbury, From Stone to Steel, 1962, p. 4. 
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of equivalence. But in many societies these are the least im- 
portant of the occasions when goods are transferred, and cer- 
tainly they are the least interesting to social anthropologists. 
A problem which has interested them much more is that of the 
kind of transfer in which the giver apparently ‘doesn’t get any- 
thing’. Is this a rational way of disposing of one’s property? 
To answer this question one must know what the giver does 
in fact get. 


The exchange of gifts 


The answer lies in the analysis of gift exchange. A theory of the 
significance of gift-giving in simple societies was first advanced 
by Durkheim’s follower Marcel Mauss in his Essai sur le Don. 
Mauss used as his most telling examples the kula sailing ex- 
peditions for the exchange of shell ornaments, which Malinow- 
ski had described in his study of the Trobriand Islands, and the 
potlatch competitive distributions of property made by some 
Indian tribes of north-western America. Since he wrote his 
essay, anthropologists have studied many more systems of gift 
exchange. They have also developed their understanding of 
the social significance of gifts for which no direct return is 
made. 

Most of the peoples who practise ceremonial gift exchange 
also engage in trade, and if it is necessary to make a long sea 
voyage in order to exchange gifts, they usually make the 
voyage an occasion for some barter deals. But they distinguish 
clearly between the two, and in a manner that would be readily 
understood in western society. 

We often say that relatives should not engage in business 
transactions because they are bound to quarrel; some go 
further and say they won’t have business dealings with their 
friends. Implicit in this attitude is the recognition that in 
trade or business you are trying to make the best bargain you 
can, you are entitled to something you can legally claim, and 
if you don’t get this you can either go to law with the person 
you think has cheated you or have nothing more to do with 
him, or both. But it is very difficult to make up your mind to 
have nothing more to do with your relations, or even to break 
off a friendship; and in small-scale societies it is all but im- 


? First published 1925; an English translation by I. C. Cunnison published 
1954 with the title The Gift. 
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possible. From another point of view, it is hard to refuse credit 
to a kinsman and even harder to press him for payment. 

Friends and relatives in western society expect to give and 
receive help when this is needed; they expect to give presents 
on appropriate occasions (birthdays, weddings, Christmas), 
and to offer one another hospitality. It would be unheard of to 
make a money repayment for such gifts, and most people 
would not dream of calculating what they were worth; but 
most people, nevertheless, have an idea that the balance be- 
tween giver and receiver should be kept roughly equal. 

Gift-giving in small-scale societies follows the same prin- 
ciples. You do not haggle, you accept what you are given with 
ceremonious politeness, gnashing your teeth in private if it is 
not what you expected, and it is left entirely to you to decide 
the appropriate return. Of course there 7s a general notion of 
the relative value of different objects, as there is a general 
awareness of what people will consider mean. 

If we see gift-giving in western society in this light, if we 
realize that it is not a spontaneous expression of affection by 
the giver but a socially expected component of certain rela- 
tionships, we shall be half-way to an understanding of its sig- 
nificance for peoples of simple technology. ‘Material objects,’ 
said Evans-Pritchard, ‘are the chains along which social rela- 
tionships run’.t Gifts are one way of maintaining social rela- 
tionships in all societies, and in small-scale societies they are a 
particularly important way. 

It is not only in small-scale societies that the objects given 
are usually in some way different from those of everyday use. 
In the western world people do not give, as serious presents, 
minor objects of household equipment; this would imply that 
the recipient was too poor to buy such things. Typically a gift 
is something that it might be considered extravagant to buy 
for oneself (even if it is returned in kind; there was once a 
family in which for years two brothers-in-law each gave the 
other a bottle of champagne for Christmas). Similarly in small- 
scale societies ceremonial gifts consist of highly prized objects, 
and sometimes the only use of such objects, or so it seems at 
first, is as counters in the game of gift exchange. Characteristic 
of this game is the combination of social with economic con- 
siderations; recognition of the value of the goods exchanged is 

1K. E. Evans-Pritchard, The Nuer, 1940, p. 89. 
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an essential part of it, but equally important is the social 
relationship that the exchange creates. 


The Kula 


One of the most famous gift-exchange institutions is the 
kula, which was first described in detail by Malinowski,? and 
which appears to be similar in essentials to many other systems 
in Melanesia and Australia. In the Trobriand Islands, where 
Malinowski worked, every man who can forms partnerships 
for the exchange of shell ornaments with other men in his own 
and in other islands. These ornaments are of two kinds, neck- 
laces of red shell and armlets of white shell. The exchange is 
not a single transaction in which both partners give and re- 
ceive. When they meet, the one whose turn it is makes a gift; 
the return gift is made at their next meeting. If the partners 
are neighbours the two meetings may follow close on one 
another’s heels. But the spectacular part of the exchange takes 
place when people travel by canoe to visit their partners in 
other islands. Exchanges are not made in all directions, but in 
a fixed order like a grand chain in a dance. Each man’s over- 
seas partners are in the islands on either side of his own, and 
each man receives necklaces from the partners on one side and 
armlets from those on the other. Most of these objects are 
named, and some are so highly valued that the history of the 
men who have possessed them, and their whereabouts at any 
given time, is known; a man who knows that one of these is on 
its way to his home is likely inwardly to be eagerly calculating 
his chance of getting it. But no one may retain possession of a 
kula object for long. For a little time he has it to boast of, and 
wear on ceremonial occasions; then it must go on to one of 
his partners. 

Those who went on kula voyages did not take their gifts 
with them; they arrived empty-handed, offering only, by their 
presence, a reminder that a ‘debt of honour’ was due to them. 
Success in the kula was achieved, it was supposed, by using 
magic to soften up the partner and make him feel generous. 
The principle on which these ‘delayed exchanges’ were made 
was what has already been mentioned, that every gift should 
be the equivalent of that received, but that it was for the 
giver to calculate the equivalence. Although there was general 

1 Argonauts of the Western Pacific, 1922. 
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agreement as to the relative value of different objects, there 
was no question of treating the inferior ones as ‘small change’. 

Clearly, in distributing their gifts, men were not influenced 
by magic, but by calculation, and this calculation must have 
been of two kinds—what gift would be most likely to elicit a 
prized countergift known to be on its way to one’s partner’s 
home, and whom one could least afford to offend. This is not 
a calculation of material return, but certainly it is a rational 
way of allocating resources. 

The kula partner ‘buys’ glory; he also ‘buys’ friendship. His 
partners in distant islands are allies to whom he can look for 
protection in what would otherwise be hostile country; his 
partners at home are members of other lineages than his own, 
usually his affines, people from whom he is not in actual 
danger but on whose good will he cannot absolutely count. 

Salisbury, writing of the Siane people of the New Guinea 
Highlands as he saw them in 1952, shows how they distinguish 
the exchange of valuables—pigs, shell ornaments and bird of 
paradise plumes—between members of different autonomous 
groups from the transfer of less valued kinds of property 
between kinsmen and neighbours in the course of everyday 
life. The first kind of transaction is called gimazye, the second 
umatye. Gimatye presentations are made on the types of 
occasion that are held to call for gift-giving in most societies 
of simple technology; at birth and marriage ceremonies, when 
peace is made after a homicide, as well as at the seasonal first- 
fruits rites. The gift is regarded as a transfer between descent 
groups, not between individuals; it is presented by the repre- 
sentative of one side and received with a formal speech of 
thanks by that of the other. The quantity given is carefully 
recorded; each valuable is represented by a bamboo chip, and 
when the return presentation is made the different objects are 
checked off by removing chips from the pile. 

But within the descent group the accepted principle is that 
‘help’—uwmaiye—is given without any reckoning of scores. This 
is the context in which work parties are rewarded with food or 
a share of the crop harvested, and hospitality offered to casual 
visitors. In fact, approximate reciprocity is secured by the 
diffuse sanction of public opinion. Salisbury shows too that 
there is sometimes more calculation than the Siane will admit. 
They obtain salt—a rare commodity in the highlands of New 
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Guinea—by ‘help’—wmaiye—trom ‘friends’ or trading part- 
ners in the villages where it is produced. A party visits a salt- 
village taking with them pigs, which the hosts kill to entertain 
them, and when they leave the farewell present they take with 
them—a departing guest always gets a farewell present—con- 
sists of cakes of salt. The conventional description of this 
transaction is that they have been generously entertained on a 
friendly visit, but there is a pretty good idea that one pig 
ought to earn one cake of salt. 

What Salisbury’s account shows is that the type of exchange 
is determined primarily by the structural relationship between 
the parties. A formal gimaiye exchange could not be made be- 
tween persons conceiving themselves as members of a group 
recognizing the obligation of wmaiye; it is a way of creating 
and maintaining alliances between groups which without such 
exchanges would be strangers or enemies. 


The potlatch 


In the poitlatch the distribution of goods is overtly competitive. 
This institution has been re-examined from various points of 
view since the time when Mauss took it as one of his major 
examples, but it has not been widely practised since the early 
years of this century, and, despite the abundant literature 
which discusses it, it is not altogether easy to picture how it 
really worked. As an institution it was characteristic of four 
peoples in Alaska and British Columbia—the Haida, Tlingit, 
Tsimshian and Kwakiutl. Its essence, according to the Ameri- 
can anthropologist H. G. Barnett, was the gathering of a 
number of people ‘to witness a demonstration of family prero- 
gative’. The demonstration consisted in a feast at which pro- 
perty was distributed on behalf of one descent group, the hosts, 
to members of another, who belonged to the opposite moiety of 
the tribe. In one sense the gifts distributed were a return for 
the service rendered by the guests in simply being there to 
witness the claims made by the hosts, who boasted of their 
past achievements in distribution and proclaimed the honorific 
titles that they had earned by means of these. A potlatch might 
be made so that a dead man’s successor, or a youth attaining 
manhood, could proclaim his ‘family names’, at the same time 
showing by the magnificence of his gifts that he was entitled 
to bear them; or it might accompany some other occasion of 
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feasting, such as a marriage. In the old days the goods ex- 
changed could only be those made by the people themselves, 
but as trade goods became available to them they began to 
give away such objects as clocks and washing machines. The 
amount which each individual received was proportionate to 
his rank as this was estimated by the giver; this estimation 
would doubtless reflect public opinion, but it does not appear 
from Barnett’s account that there was a fixed rank order in 
which people moved up and down in proportion to their pot- 
latch achievements. ‘The inequality in the gifts’, he writes, ‘re- 
flects a judgment of comparative social worth from the parti- 
cular donor’s point of view.” 

A special form of this competition, found mainly among the 
Kwakiutl, is what has been called the aggressive potlatch, or, 
in the phrase of the Kwakiutl themselves, ‘fighting with pro- 
perty’. A man who considered himself insulted would retort 
either by making one spectacular gift to the offending in- 
dividual or by organizing a wider distribution of property. 
This act was a challenge; it invited the enemy to match and 
outdo it by a return gift or a further distribution. Property 
might also be destroyed—thrown into a fire or into the sea. 
According to one account, in this kind of potlaich the return 
distribution was expected to be double the original one.? Kach 
competitor tried to shame the other by setting a standard in 
the public display of surplus wealth which his rival could not 
match. Perhaps the description of this kind of competition as 
gift exchange is not altogether appropriate. A man who has 
received a gift is behaving badly to the giver if he does not 
make a return. A man who has seen his enemy throw a lot of 
fish-oil on the fire to show how much he can afford to destroy 
is injuring no one but himself if he does not feel able to meet 
the challenge by matching the destruction. But the association 
in the potlatch of this kind of challenge with the distribution of 
gifts should remind us that there is an element of challenge in 
all ceremonial exchange. 

Nevertheless, this institution too illustrates the idea that 
more prestige is to be gained from dispersing property than 
from merely being known to possess it. But it is far from 


1H. G. Barnett, ‘The Nature of the Potlatch’, American Anthropologist, 
1938, p. 354. 
2 Helen Codere, Fighting with Property, 1950. 
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illustrating inability to make economic calculations. Before 
the goods could be distributed or destroyed, they had to be 
accumulated, and whatever happened in the earliest days, in 
the later stages of the potlatch they were acquired in exchange 
for money. The process involved the development of a credit 
system on a considerable scale, and the calculation of the 
amount of property he could amass within a given time, and 
what other goods he must forgo in order to acquire them, must 
have been a major preoccupation in the life of any leading 
potlacher. What really upset the Indian Agents! was not that 
the Indians did not calculate, but that they directed their cal- 
culations to ends very different from those that their mentors 
would have chosen. 

The work in which Mauss based a theory of gift exchange 
mainly on the kula and the potlatch remains the only extended 
discussion of the subject. But it is not an easy work to follow, 
because it is addressed to readers who are presumed to be 
already familiar with the ethnographic data to which he is 
referring. Moreover, Mauss applies the word poilatch to forms 
of gift exchange which differ in many respects from the North 
American institutions, and he sometimes seems to imply that 
a ‘pure’ or ‘real’ potlatch is to be considered either as a model 
from which other forms of gift exchange deviate or as an 
original form from which they have evolved. In the exchanges 
of Oceania he finds the expression of a mystical belief that an 
object given away has a ‘soul’ which seeks to return home and 
so constrains the recipient to repay, and he tries to establish 
this as a notion general among primitive peoples. Firth has 
pointed out that here Mauss is misinterpreting the Maori data. 

The highly compressed, elliptical style in which Mauss wrote 
makes it hard to follow his argument even in translation. How- 
ever, the few pages of his conclusion—again addressed to his 
fellow specialists—make the very important point that in seg- 
mentary societies gift exchange is a means of linking other- 
wise autonomous groups. Intermarriage, based on the rule of 
exogamy, is, as Tylor had pointed out long before,? another 
means. Lévi-Strauss’s theory of structural anthropology, 
which sees all social relationships in terms of exchange, draws 
on both these principles and holds that the exchange of women 


1 The counterparts of District Commissioners in colonial territories. 
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is closely analogous to the exchange of goods. This is true of 
the social aspects of these two forms of exchange, but the 
assertion can only be made because in societies of simple tech- 
nology the social aspect of the exchange of goods is as impor- 
tant as the economic one. 

As Mauss pointed out, one can find analogues of kula and 
potlatch in many such societies. The Mandari of the upper Nile, 
who were not known to ethnographers in his day, illustrate 
the characteristic features of both. Mandari chiefs exchange 
valuables with their fellow chiefs, not in a fixed order as with 
the kula, nor with the same elaborate preparation; this is not 
necessary, as their journeys are made over dry land. These ex- 
changes do not apparently create permanent partnerships or 
rivalries (the latter word is used by Jean Buxton, who has 
studied these people) between pairs of chiefs.1 A chief who 
has seen a fine weapon in another’s house makes a formal visit 
to ask for it, bringing with him a band of retainers with 
presents of a more everyday kind—food and tobacco—to dis- 
tribute in his rival’s house. Later on a return visit is made to 
demand a return gift. It will be noticed that here the calcu- 
lation of equivalence is not left to the giver. But the potlatch 
principle is operative in that he who refuses to give what is 
asked is shamed; he is said to be ‘afraid’ and is an object of 
ridicule. Another Mandari custom is for a band of youths to go 
to the home of a neighbouring chief and offer to honour him 
with a dance, for which they will expect to be rewarded with 
gifts—once bulls and spears, now bulls and money. This is not 
a challenge in the sense that the youths are in competition 
with the chief, but there is here the obligation to return a ser- 
vice which has not been solicited but cannot be refused with- 
out loss of prestige. 

In Africa, as in many other parts of the world, the most con- 
spicuous way in which social relationships are created by 
transfers of property is the payment which legitimizes mar- 
riage. This can be described as an exchange of goods for 
women; to Lévi-Strauss it is a substitute for an earlier direct 
exchange of women. But as the chapter on marriage has 
argued, it is certainly not the type of once-for-all transaction 
that we think of when we speak of a sale; on the contrary, it 
initiates a permanent relationship between the givers and 

1 J. C. Buxton, Chiefs and Strangers, 1963, p. 75. 
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receivers of the bridewealth. Other types of relationship rest on 
the exchange of cattle alone, and in that respect are analogous 
to the kula. The Turkana of northern Kenya establish, by gifts 
of cattle, friendships with individuals in remote parts of the 
country through which they wander with their herds.1 On his 
home ground the partner in such an exchange is an ally and 
protector to his fellow. Here again there is no formal arrange- 
ment for making the return gift; it may be made at the initia- 
tive of the giver, or asked for by a partner who is in some 
urgent need, notably for bridewealth cattle. As the Turkana 
move about in small bands through their inhospitable country 
these transfers are made with the minimum of publicity, and 
there seems to be no sanction of shame or ridicule against the 
man who fails to make a gift when it is his turn; indeed some- 
times it is necessary to refuse a partner because a close kins- 
man, whose claim is stronger, is also asking for help. Simply, 
if a gift remains too long unreciprocated, the friendship lapses. 

These exchanges maintain partnerships between equals. In 
other cases a gift which cannot be repaid in kind creates a 
relationship of inequality, and in societies where political 
authority is not vested in recognized offices the deployment of 
superior wealth is one of the roads to leadership. A leader must 
have the qualities considered appropriate to the role, but he 
must also be in a position to put others under obligation to 
him. In this case he will not seek out persons on whom to con- 
fer gifts but will render help to those in need, and they, if they 
can make no material return, will become his ‘henchmen’, either 
in the full sense of being available to work for him when he 
needs them or in the narrower sense of simply giving him their 
support in public discussion.? Barth’s account of the Pathans 
of Swat, quoted in the chapter on politics, shows how chiefs 
build up and maintain their following largely by the pro- 
vision in the men’s house of food which is a substantial part of 
the subsistence of poorer people. Some of them were famous 
for having distributed money also. 

The procedure and values of gift exchange may operate also 
in peasant societies where value for exchange purposes is regu- 
larly measured in money. The making of feasts—that is, in 


1 P. H. Gulliver, The Family Herds, 1955, pp. 224 ff. 
2 See, for example, G. Wagner, “The Bantu of North Kavirondo’, in M. Fortes 
and E. K. Evans-Pritchard eds., African Political Systems, 1940, pp. 230 ff. 
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effect, the distribution of food on a lavish scale—to celebrate 
significant occasions in people’s lives, notably marriages, seems 
to be characteristic of all societies, and ‘entertaining’ without 
any such specific justification is characteristic of many. In 
non-monetary economies the distribution of the food itself 
constitutes the economic aspect of the feast; in industria- 
lized societies this kind of distribution is an infinitesimal part 
of the giver’s total economic activity. But there is an inter- 
mediate stage where the continuing exchanges created by 
reciprocal feasting include money as well as goods. When a 
Malay peasant in Kelantan gives a feast the guests, most of 
them people who have previously entertained him, bring 
presents of money. The host expects that these will amount to 
more than the outlay on the feast; indeed, a man often gives a 
feast when he wants to raise cash for some heavy item of ex- 
penditure such as a new fishing net. Firth has described these 
feasts as a means of calling in credit. Everyone who has earlier 
received a similar money contribution from the host is under 
a social obligation to attend the feast and bring his gift. But 
this procedure is quite different from pressing for the repay- 
ment of a loan. There is no legal obligation to return the 
equivalent of what was originally received, or indeed to return 
anything at all. The procedure is what would anywhere be 
associated with the making and returning of gifts. Sometimes 
the host makes a loss on his outlay. 

The ways of using property which have been described 
might indeed suggest to a superficial observer a failure to 
appreciate the value of material possessions. People whose 
major preoccupation is accumulating vast stocks of blankets 
just to give away, people who keep ‘open house’, people like 
the Swat chief who was said to come down to his men’s house 
with his shirt full of coins to hand out to whoever was there, 
in western society would get the name of spendthrifts. A lead- 
ing economist has called the potlatch a ‘deviation from the 
acquisitive behaviour of competition’.1 But whatever may be 
said of the potlatch, there is nothing reckless about the long- 
term, elaborate preparations that are made for it; and other 
types of ‘free’ distribution are not reckless or irrational either. 
In this kind of transaction people ‘buy’, if one likes to use the 


1 P. D. Samuelson, Economics, 1948, quoted R. W. Firth, Capital, Saving 
and Credit in Peasant Societies, p. 22. 
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word, honour and power; and though honour and power are 
not material goods, most men account them good. In societies 
of simple technology people allocate their resources among 
various possible ends on a different scale of priorities from that 
to which the western business world is accustomed, but they 
allocate them consciously and rationally. Firth has written in 
a discussion of gift exchange from the economist’s point of 
view: ‘It is possible to conceive of an economic system in 
which the items of productivity, of concern in maximization, 
are status tokens and symbolic ties.’1 Of course, as he also 
makes clear, there is no actual economic system in which pro- 
perty is valued solely as a source of status, whether this is 
gained by possessing and displaying it or by giving it away. 
But this way of describing institutions of competitive gift ex- 
change brings home the fact that they are not illustrations of 
inability to make economic calculations, but the very opposite. 

In many societies more wealth circulates in transactions 
which are as much social and political as eeonomic—payments 
of bridewealth and bloodwealth, gifts to create and maintain 
friendships and alliances, tribute to superior authorities—than 
in trade or barter where commodities are exchanged by a pro- 
cess of bargaining with overt calculations, however rough, of 
their relative value. But there are others in which barter is 
recognized and differentiated from gift exchange. The Tro- 
briand Islanders have a word for it, gimwali. It may be con- 
ducted on various occasions. Makers of wooden objects, men 
from inland villages where there are more trees for their raw 
material, visit the coast and hawk them around for coconuts 
and fish. Sometimes coastal people visit these villages to look 
for some object they need. On kula voyages people barter such 
goods for the specialities of the islands they visit, but a man 
must never conduct a barter transaction with his own kula 
partner. 


Markets 


Many African societies have traditional market places, open 
on fixed days. Explorers found such markets attended by large 
numbers of people among the Kikuyu of Kenya. The Logoli 
section of the Luhya in western Kenya preserve a story of the 


1R. W. Firth and B. S. Yamey eds., Capital, Saving and Credit in Peasant 
Societies, 1964, p. 26. 
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introduction of markets into their country without any Euro- 
pean or Arab influence. Here the different divisions of Luhya 
sold grain, vegetables, chickens and woven baskets, and the 
Luo from the lake-shore sold fish, cattle and pots. The founders 
of the markets and their descendants collected dues from 
everyone who came to trade and also took responsibility for 
keeping the peace. 

The peoples of Ghana held markets at fixed intervals of so 
many days, four or six, a fact which is important for their 
reckoning of time. Days may be named, like our days of the 
week, according to their order in the period between one 
market and the next, and among the Akan-speaking peoples 
every child is named for the day of the ‘week’ in which it was 
born. (New names have had to be added to fit the Christian 
seven-day week.) 

An elaborate network of markets has been described among 
the Konkomba of northern Ghana.! The Konkomba, like most 
of their neighbours in this region, are an ‘acephalous’ people, 
divided into small autonomous clans each claiming its own 
territory where most of the members live. Each clan recognizes 
a cycle of six markets in its vicinity, all held at six-day in- 
tervals and each on a different day; some clans call the days 
of their six-day week after these markets. The more important 
markets figure in the cycles of a larger number of tribes. 
Yendi is the principal one for the whole country and figures in 
nearly every cycle. Each of the other markets that form the 
Yendi people’s cycle is the principal one in a cycle of smaller 
markets. Each market was traditionally under the control of 
the clan on whose land it was, who collected dues and were 
responsible for keeping the peace. This was the duty of the 
market elder, who was also the custodian of the shrine associ- 
ated with the market; a thief who was caught had to give a 
fowl to be sacrificed by the elder at this shrine. But in one 
market it was believed that undetected thieves would be 
attacked by a swarm of the bees which live in the trees around 
the market-place. 

A market-place is different from a shopping centre in that 
people do not go there merely to buy or sell. Chinese and 
Japanese merchants used to sit in tea-shops exchanging gossip 
and composing poetry; women in New Britain take yams for 

1D. Tait, The Konkomba, 1962. 
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sale partly in the hope of meeting childhood friends from other 
villages; among the Tiv in northern Nigeria the concourse of 
people at a market-place provides the occasion for the elders 
to discuss disputes which are brought to them; among the 
Konkomba, and doubtless many other people, the market is a 
place where lovers can make assignations. 

Studies by economists of marketing in a largely subsistence 
economy are only beginning to be made, and it is now too late 
to find out much about the way relative values were calculated 
when there was no money. A point of interest made by T. S. 
Epstein, however, is that much of the produce brought to 
market consists in foodstuffs which the seller’s family can con- 
sume themselves if it is not sold,! so that they are never re- 
duced to selling for whatever price they can get. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


A translation by I. C. Cunnison of M. Mauss’ Essai sur le Don was 
published in 1954 with the title The Gift. For one of Mauss’ type 
examples of gift exchange, the kula, we have the classic account by 
Malinowski in Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922). The political 
aspects of gift exchange, which are touched on by Mauss, are 
developed in relation to the kula in J. P. Singh Uberoi, Politics of 
the Kula Ring (1962). For the other example, the potlatch, ethno- 
graphic accounts, though voluminous, are mostly concerned with 
cultural details rather than structural principles. The most illu- 
minating is H. G. Barnett, “The Nature of the Potlatch’, American 
Anthropologist, 1938. 

Gift exchange among the Maori is discussed in R. W. Firth, 
Economics of the New Zealand Maori (2nd. edition, 1959). R. F. 
Salisbury, From Stone to Steel (1962), shows how the conceptions of 
gift exchange and of trade can be found together in a non-monetary 
economy. 

Almost any modern ethnographic study has something to say 
about the way in which social relationships are created and main- 
tained by the exchange of gifts. This is perhaps most clearly shown 
in accounts of peoples whose main wealth is in livestock. P. H. 
Gulliver, The Family Herds (1955), discusses in detail relationships 
between ‘stock-associates’. M. Douglas in The Lele of the Kasai 
(1963) describes a society in which social relationships are main- 
tained by gifts of raffia cloths. 

The exchange, if it may be so called, of gifts for allegiance is the 
basis of political power in small-scale societies. This has been dis- 


1 “A Study of Rabaul Market’, Australian Journal of Agricultural Economics, 
1961. 
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cussed in the chapter on politics. A study which goes in some detail 
into the economics of political competition is F. Barth, Political 
Leadership among Swat Pathans (1959). 

The economic significance of feast-giving is discussed by R. W. 
Firth in his Malay Fishermen: Their Peasant Economy (1946), and 
mentioned in his introduction to R. W. Firth and B. S. Yamey 
eds., Capital, Saving and Credit in Peasant Societies (1964) and in 
his Elements of Social Organization (8rd. edn., 1961), Chapter VI. 

P. J. Bohannan and G. Dalton eds., Markets in Africa (1962), 
contains twenty-eight essays on markets in different parts of the 
African continent. T. S. Epstein, an economist, has made a survey 
of the native market in Rabaul, New Britain, showing how prices 
are determined and how far social relationships inhibit economic 
calculation (‘A Study of Rabaul Market’, Australian Journal of 
Agricultural Economics, 1961). 


Is A—M 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


MONEY AND CREDIT 


Do these pre-industrial societies have anything that can be 
called money? Do they have anything that can be called 
capital? Do they have the idea of interest on a loan? 

It is clear that the kula valuables are not money, since each 
can only be exchanged for its opposite, necklaces of pinkish 
discs for white armlets. But it is equally clear that there is 
some notion of equivalence between them, some standard by 
which a man judges whether his partner is treating him pro- 
perly. Moreover, it is possible for a man to admit that he is 
not in a position to make an adequate return for the last gift 
he received and he then gives an inferior one as a ‘token of 
good faith’. 

Salisbury shows how the Siane place the objects of gimaiye 
ceremonial exchange—‘things’ as they call them—in a dif- 
ferent category from the objects of wmaiye, friendly giving, 
which they call ‘nothing things’ or ‘things not accounted for’. 
Within the gimaiye category, it seems, one ‘thing’ equals 
another ‘thing’, and there can be no question of expressing 
the equivalent of any of these in ‘nothing things’. 


Primitive currencies 


Many New Guinea peoples use ‘shell money’—that is, strings 
of shell dises which are used both for ceremonial payments and 
market transactions, and are ‘a store of value’ since they are 
used only in these ways. The Tolai of New Britain call this 
shell-money tambu. The dises are strung in fathom lengths; 
these can be divided into smaller units each consisting of a 
fixed number of shells and having a name, and they can be 
used to buy anything that is for sale (from other Tolai, not 
from foreign traders). But they have ritual associations that 
differentiate them from currency in the economist’s sense. 
Tambu are distributed at mortuary ceremonies, and a man 
seeks to acquire them, not as liquid capital, but so that a 
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handsome distribution can be made when he dies. When he 
has a good number he coils them up together and puts them 
away to be left untouched until this time comes. Although 
tambu are always acceptable in payment, money is not. At 
times a man or woman who has something to sell wants only 
tambu, and then does not closely calculate whether the ex- 
change is as profitable as a sale for cash could have been. 
Again we find that the traditional approximation to currency 
is not a mere device for measuring value in exchange and 
claims on resources, but has a special significance that is not 
characteristic of money as economists define it. Moreover, the 
attitudes associated with exchanges for tambu are not those 
appropriate to persons seeking to make a profit from an ex- 
change. An early German anthropologist wrote: ‘It is interest- 
ing to watch large payments of tambu being made or tambu dis- 
tributions at feasts and to note the complete indifference dis- 
played by those who receive it, who do not look at it but leave 
it untouched lying beside them as if they had some inner re- 
pulsion to picking it up.’! A contemporary observer has 
noticed that women selling vegetables in the market follow 
the same convention. Often a woman lets the one sitting next 
her take the money for a sale, handing it over later on; thus 
she shows that she is not improperly eager for it. It is not con- 
sidered good manners to try to attract custom.? 

Another example comes from Africa. The Lele of the Kasai, ® 
in the south-west of the former Belgian Congo, dress them- 
selves in aprons made of lengths of woven raffia sewn together. 
These are made by men and boys in the village, and they are 
used in the creation of social relationships—to conclude a mar- 
riage, at initiation into an age-set, to enter a cult association, 
in rewarding services such as those of diviners and healers, and 
in paying compensation for offences. They fulfil, that is to say, 
just the same functions as cattle do among pastoral peoples. 
In some obvious ways they come nearer to the economist’s 
conception of money than cattle do; they do not multiply by 
generation, they do not have to be tended and fed. But 

1 From R. Parkinson, Dreissig Jahre in der Siidsee, 1907, translated by T. S. 
Epstein, ‘A Study of Rabaul Market’, Australian Journal of Agricultural 
Economics, 1961, p. 6. 

2 Epstein, loc. cit. 


3 See M. Douglas, ‘Raffia Cloth Distribution in the Lele Economy’, Africa, 
1958, pp. 109-22. 
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although they do not die they do wear out, and pretty quickly 
if they are in constant use, and it takes some time to make new 
ones. 

Raffia cloths—in this respect unlike cattle—are bartered in 
trade for goods made outside Lele country, and occasionally 
for the products of specialists inside it. But these latter trans- 
actions are rare, and are generally conducted between two 
people living some distance apart who have no kinship links. 
Most craftsmen supply their own kinsmen, and receive in re- 
turn, whatever the object that they provide, one or two cloths 
which are thought of as an acknowledgement of a service ren- 
dered, a recognition of the kinship in virtue of which it is ren- 
dered, but not an equivalent in material value. The craftsman 
would demand a very much higher return from a stranger. 

The supply of raffia cloths is limited, partly because today 
men have other demands on the time which they might give to 
weaving; in particular they have to earn cash to pay taxes. 
People keep a strict account of what is owed them, and 
pounce on a debtor whenever he appears to have gained pos- 
session of any cloths. Here, too, they will accept other com- 
modities as the equivalent of cloths—axes, goats, camwood 
which is used for dyeing, and also francs. 

It is on Rossel Island that an indigenous medium of ex- 
change comes nearest to what an economist would call by the 
name. The people of Rossel Island, in the south-west Pacific, 
are cut off to an unusual degree from the outside world. They 
do not make oversea voyages, and the people of other islands 
rarely visit them. In 1921, at the time when W. E. Armstrong, 
a government anthropologist from Papua, visited them, they 
numbered about 1,500. Small though this population was, the 
members exchanged shells for goods of many kinds; they did 
not restrict the use of shells to ceremonial presentation, or 
divide objects into categories some of which were exchange- 
able for shells and others not. Armstrong’s account, as it has 
recently been analysed by Lorraine Bari¢,! justifies the de- 
scription of Rossel Island transactions as buying and selling. 
People bought land and houses, canoes and fishing nets, pigs, 
dogs, and men for ritual feasts, tobacco, sago and taro. 


1 ‘Some Aspects of a “non-monetary” economy (Rossel Island)’, in R. W. 
Firth and B. S. Yamey eds., Capital, Saving and Credit in Peasant Societies, 
1964. 
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The shell ‘coins’ were divided into a superior and an inferior 
category, which were not interchangeable. The superior type 
(ndap) were big discs of red spondylus shell; when Armstrong 
was there, there were about a thousand of them, and it was 
supposed that this quantity had been created at the beginning 
of time and did not change. Like the kula ornaments, they 
were known and recognized by individual differences of shape 
and colour. The category of ndap coins was itself divided into 
twenty-two categories, ranked in order of value, and the top 
four of these were ‘aristocrats’, were generally possessed by 
chiefs and were not supposed to see the light of day. Despite 
this ranking, the value of a higher coin could not be stated in 
terms of lower ones. Of the many goods that could be ex- 
changed for these coins, each had its ‘price’, but this was not a 
way of calculating relative exchange values of different goods; 
the different exchanges were simply thought of as different 
kinds of transaction. A marriage payment, for example, had 
to be a ‘no. 18’ ndap; there were about twenty of these on the 
island, so the chances that somebody who wanted to conclude 
a marriage would have one handy were rather small. 


Debt and credit 


One consequence of this system was that people had to be con- 
stantly borrowing so as to have the appropriate coin for what- 
ever transaction they wanted to make, and this leads to the 
question whether one can speak in non-monetary societies of 
credit or of interest. It is immediately obvious that one can 
speak of debt. Bridewealth payments in Africa are rarely com- 
pleted before a couple set up house; sometimes cattle that are 
due may be left outstanding until they come in at a marriage 
of this couple’s daughter. Bloodwealth payments have to be 
promised to bring a feud to an end, but they may not be actu- 
ally handed over till long afterwards. This is true too of 
payments due in compensation in the Burmese highlands and 
doubtless in many other places. The strict accounting kept by 
the Lele of debts due to them has been mentioned. Each of 
their villages has an official whose duty it is to look after ‘the 
things of the village’ in the sense of remembering what is 
owed to it. 

Debts of this kind, however, are not incurred by an initial 
act of borrowing. What is the situation where people actually 
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ask for loans? The circumstances in which land may be pledged 
were discussed in a previous chapter; the lender has the use of 
the land as long as the loan is in the possession of the bor- 
rower. In the old days in Ghana a borrower might give the 
lender a woven cloth of the kind that used to be the standard 
wear, and the lender would wear this until it was worn out. 
Here there is certainly the notion that a service deserves a re- 
turn. But is there any calculation of the relative values of the 
object lent and that pledged? Is the pledge in fact a ‘security’, 
something which will eventually pass to the creditor if the debt 
is not paid? Is there any notion that the amount of the return 
should increase with the length of time before repayment? 

Clearly this is not practicable where the exchange of loan 
and pledge is a once-for-all transaction. One could perhaps 
think of the wear and tear on a kente cloth, which increases 
with time if the recipient wears it, as analogous to interest; but 
there seems to have been no question of demanding another 
cloth if the first one was in tatters before a loan was repaid. 
Other West African attitudes are even more inconsistent with 
commercial views of credit and interest; where land is pledged, 
for example, it is sometimes regarded as a kind of sharp prac- 
tice to redeem it earlier than the creditor expected. 

It is again to the home of the kula and potlatch that we have 
to look for analogies of credit and interest in non-commercial 
societies. As might be expected, Rossel Island provides a con- 
spicuous example. There we seem to see a clear conception of 
interest. Whoever borrowed a coin had to repay more than he 
borrowed—a rule which, given the limited total supply of 
coins, could obviously become unworkable very quickly. The 
way out of this situation had more in common with the kula 
type of exchange than with any kind of commercial trans- 
action. The debtor borrowed one of the aristocratic coins from 
a chief, and lent it to his creditors; the return for the loan was 
now no longer an addition to their purchasing power, but the 
same kind of satisfaction that was obtained elsewhere from the 
possession of a kula valuable. The chief got no material return; 
what he got was the prestige accruing to a man in a position 
to confer a favour that could not be reciprocated. The idea of 
security was present here, in that an axe or another coin might 
be given to the creditor. The latter point brings home the dif- 
ference between Rossel Island ‘money’ and money understood 
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as a universal medium of exchange. Since each transaction 
called for a coin of a particular rank, the debtor could offer as 
security a coin of higher rank than the one he borrowed. 

The amount by which the return should exceed the loan was 
not calculated on a fixed principle, but was decided by argu- 
ment on each occasion; in these discussions, however, a rela- 
tionship was recognized between the length of time between 
loan and repayment and the ‘rate’ of return to be made. There 
were people who successfully turned this system to profit in a 
way which entitles them to be called financiers, and which 
earned them in Rossel a distinctive name (ndeb). These men 
were believed to be able by the use of magic to get repayment 
from debtors who had undertaken to pay only a small interest, 
in order to lend out their money at higher rates. However they 
did operate, their aim was eventually to accumulate enough 
shell-money to pay for a ceremonial canoe and thus buy them- 
selves the rank of chief, sinee it was by owning a ceremonial 
canoe that a man became a chief. 


Capital 
Is there capital in non-monetary societies, and if so, how is it 
identified? Thurnwald, thinking of capital as what produces 
interest, said the capital goods of non-western societies were 
their crops and livestock. Firth prefers to think of capital as 
resources directed to productive ends, and shows that people 
with very limited technical knowledge such as the Tikopia 
can have a considerable range of these—‘nets, fishing lines, 
canoes, adzes, digging sticks and coconut-grating stools’. The 
materials used in making canoes can also be classed as capital. 
But he continues his argument by pointing out that the same 
goods may be ‘consumption’ goods at one time and ‘produc- 
tion’ goods at another, because articles not directly used in 
production can be used to reward labour. The mats used to 
sleep on, the bark-cloth used for clothing, and food, may all 
be used in this way. 

In such an economy, as he points out, there is little need for 
a credit system, since people ‘raise capital’ by diverting to the 
purpose of future production goods that they would otherwise 
have used themselves. 

Salisbury holds that the equivalent of capitalinnon-monetary 

LR. W. Firth, Primitive Polynesian Economy, 1989, p. 237. 
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societies is ‘a stock of goods, present before a productive 
act is performed, used in production and “immobilized” from 
direct consumption while the act is in progress’. Income is 
that part of the addition to the stock of goods created by this 
act of production which is distributed and consumed. This 
definition includes among ‘goods’ natural resources as well as 
manufactured goods, and also skill and knowledge. Salisbury 
includes among capital goods wmaiye valuables, tools, axes, 
digging sticks, needles of bone, and also houses and clothing, 
trees, gardens and stocks of fibre to make cord (these latter 
count as ‘raw materials’ or ‘half-finished goods’). He measures 
the value of these goods in terms of labour cost, arguing that 
time is for the Siane the only resource that can be used for 
competing ends. Labour given to assist in A’s enterprise is re- 
paid by assistance in B’s; no one asks whether A is a more pro- 
ductive worker than B. They do not keep a strict account of 
the number of hours worked either, but it is assumed that a 
man who helps in a co-operative enterprise gives the whole 
day to it whenever he turns up. 

Firth has suggested that in discussing these questions it is 
convenient to include ‘peasant’ as well as ‘primitive’ societies 
in the field of enquiry.? This makes it possible to examine data 
from societies which make a limited use of money, and from 
the rural sector of countries such as India, Mexico and China. 
By a ‘peasant’ society he means ‘a socio-economic system 
of small-scale producers with a relatively simple non-indus- 
trial technology’. Such a society is assumed to be part of a 
wider whole, dependent on a city from which comes political 
authority and in which goods are marketed. 

According to the economist’s definition of capital, it consists 
in goods and services which are not devoted to immediate 
consumption but used to increase the goods available for con- 
sumption in the future. Capital is not just hoarded goods; it is 
goods destined to be used in this way. It can be said to include 
resources of technical knowledge and skill as well as material 
goods. The social anthropologist—like the economist—needs 
to know why and when goods are withheld from immediate 
consumption. Firth shows how the form that capital takes in 


1 From Stone to Steel, p. 122. 


* R. W. Firth and B. Yamey eds., Capital, Saving and Credit in Peasant 
Societies, 1964, p. 17. 
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non-monetary or only partially monetized societies may be 
something that the economist would not suspect. For example, 
when a Tikopia chief lays a taboo on the consumption of 
particular foodstuffs in order that they shall be plentiful when 
the time comes for an important ceremony, he is using the un- 
harvested yams or the unpicked coconuts as capital. The same 
might be said of the stock of blankets that the Kwakiutl chief 
must accumulate before a potlatch. 

A western economist would call the potlatch or the Trobriand 
funeral distribution ‘conspicuous consumption’, as he would 
lavish entertainment by a businessman. We draw the line in 
a different place because, as Firth points out, it is possible in 
our economy to use resources to increase production on such 
a large scale that the benefits the businessman gets from 
entertaining are hardly worth including in calculations of the 
return on investment. 

Some peasant societies, such as the Malays, have words to 
distinguish capital from income. The Tikopia have no such 
words, but their use of terms for ‘valuables’ and for ‘return 
gifts’, and the way in which they discuss the relation of return 
to service or to initial gift, imply, in Firth’s view, the same 
kind of calculation as we make when considering the return on 
an investment. 

The withholding of goods from present consumption may be 
a prelude to an activity that most of us would not regard as 
economic—to a large-scale religious ceremony such as the one 
which the Tikopia call ‘the work of the gods’. But this cere- 
mony is wholly bound up with the belief that the gods of the 
different descent groups look after the productivity of the 
principal foodstuffs, one being responsible for each; and, if 
people seriously believe that this is at all times under the con- 
trol of supernatural beings—as opposed to invoking them 
occasionally in times of unusually severe weather—this might 
almost be thought of as part of the system of economic 
activities. It has been observed already that enterprises of a 
more obviously economic character, such as the building or 
repair of a canoe, are punctuated with ritual performances, 
and the food which is accumulated for such an enterprise is 
used in part to make offerings to the appropriate deities 
(which of course are mainly consumed by humans). 

Can the affines of the canoe entrepreneur, who bring the 
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firewood and raw food for the feast that rewards the workers, 
be thought of as making an investment? In Tikopia terms, it is 
their obligation to do this because they are married to his 
sisters and daughters, and when the canoe is sea-worthy they 
will not have any priority in the right to use it. But there will 
be other occasions when each of them is in a position to call on 
his own affines for the same kind of contribution. There is here 
no direct ‘return on investment’; rather, the total network of 
mutual obligation ensures a rough balance between services 
and contributions given and received. 

Livestock may be thought of as capital, or at any rate as 
savings. A Javanese peasant may buy a buffalo when he has 
surplus cash so as to sell it when he may later be in need of 
cash. Fredrik Barth writes in this way of the Basseri of South 
Persia, who own herds of sheep and goats and meet their cash 
needs by selling butter, wool and hides. He calculates that the 
capital necessary to make a family independent is a herd of 
sixty sheep or goats. The Basseri herds are regarded as capital 
partly because the owner of animals in excess of the indispen- 
sable minimum can give some time to other activities than the 
management of the herd; the man trains horses, hunts and 
attends political discussions, his wife and daughters make rugs 
(not to sell but to add to the family’s comfort). But income in 
this sense does not increase in a simple ratio with capital in 
this sense. If the herd is too large for the owner to look after 
himself he hires a herdsman. As in all societies, the herdsman 
is not as careful of the animals as their owner would be, and, 
as in many societies, herdsmen steal animals from time to time; 
hence, the more herdsmen a man employs, the less proportion- 
ately he gains from his larger flocks. But it is possible to invest 
the income earned from the sale of the butter, hides and wool 
in the purchase of land, and this can be used in part to grow 
the grain which would otherwise have to be bought for cash, 
and in part to rent out to other cultivators. 

Barth makes it explicit that the reservation of lambs— 
which might be eaten—for the replacement of stock is a form 
of saving. He shows also how an economic choice has to be 
made between milking sheep and letting the lambs have the 
milk; if other circumstances are favourable for their health, 
the risk of depriving them of milk is less. Obviously there is 
need for considerable exercise of judgment here. “The manage- 
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ment of pastoral capital requires a constant awareness of 
savings and investment policy; it breeds an attitude of con- 
tinual and thrifty concern for the herd in its practitioners.’ Yet 
hospitality, with the dissipation of resources that this implies, 
is also valued. As everywhere, the question an individual must 
answer is where to draw the line between thrift and meanness. 

It was remarked earlier that awkwardness can arise if people 
embark on commercial dealings with kinsmen. This is equally 
true of village neighbours, who see one another every day and 
who expect to be on friendly terms, to ask and receive small 
favours of which no strict account is kept. The pressures to 
give easy credit on a man setting up a store in his own village 
are apt to be so great that he cannot make a success of his 
business. This is one reason why storekeepers and traders in 
peasant societies are so often outsiders to the community 
where they operate. 

But the recognition of social obligations does not everywhere 
preclude the idea that a loan should be repaid with interest. 
It is not easy to distinguish this idea from one which at first 
sight seems very different—the idea of magnanimity in gift 
exchange, of outdoing your partner in generosity. Where there 
is a simple exchange of object for object as in the kula, the 
position is fairly clear; there is indeed no conception of bor- 
rowing, or of using property provided by someone else for an 
ulterior purpose. But what of the ‘borrowing’ of Rossel Island 
shell-money? Attempts have been made here to calculate a 
‘rate of interest’. It seems clear that the longer a man held a 
‘coin’ the more he was expected to add when he returned it, 
but what did this signify? It can well be thought of as an 
indemnity for making the owner wait, but hardly in the sense 
in which you pay interest on a money loan because the lender 
could have done something else with his money if he had not 
lent it to you. 

There seems to be a more definite idea of credit and interest 
in the accumulation of blankets for a potlatch. Here, one must 
remember, the participants are fully engaged in a money 
economy; they buy the blankets that are to be distributed. 
Although the chief who is to make a potlatch collects the 
blankets from his kinsmen and not just from anyone who 
happens to have blankets, they consider themselves as making 
him a loan on which they expect interest. 
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Debt among peasants 


Interest-bearing loans of the kind that any economist would 
recognize are found among the hill villages of Orissa alongside 
what might be called ‘friendly’ loans of rice between harvests. 
Wealthy landowners finance petty traders, such as women who 
buy paddy (unhusked rice), husk it and sell it. Larger loans are 
incurred by people who have to meet unforeseen calls on their 
resources—social requirements such as a funeral, or economic 
ones such as the loss of a buffalo in the ploughing season. 
Security for such loans is given either in land which the 
creditor cultivates or jewellery which his wife can wear. If 
they are not repaid by the time agreed upon he takes pos- 
session of the land or sells the jewellery. 

Firth distinguishes between ‘social’ and purely economic 
loans. The simplest form of the latter is the loan of a tool or a 
household utensil. No question of interest arises here; it is 
taken for granted that services cancel out. Lender and bor- 
rower know each other, and some time in the future their roles 
may be reversed. People who borrow and do not return pre- 
sently find that their neighbours will not lend. These are short- 
term loans, as is the borrowing of grain from neighbours to be 
repaid at harvest—often by a larger quantity, say three 
bundles for two. 

Long-term loans in non-monetary societies usually take the 
form of pledging land in the manner described in Chapter IX. 
But in peasant societies, producing for sale as well as for sub- 
sistence, long-term cash loans are common, and many of these 
are of the social kind. 

Development authorities have often been concerned about 
the debts incurred in peasant societies for the sake of ‘unpro- 
ductive’ expenditure on ceremonies (particularly weddings). 
In South India an attempt was once made to organize Better 
Living Societies, the members of which would agree to cut 
down this kind of expense so as to have more money for such 
things as clothes and schooling. The people who joined would 
have taken the same kind of decision as somebody who has 
been associating with people better off than himself and con- 
cludes that he cannot afford to keep up with them. But most 
of us want to keep level with the Joneses, whichever section of 
Joneses we aspire to belong to, and in most peasant societies 


MONEY AND CREDIT 183 


this is done precisely by celebrating family events on the 
appropriate scale. Thus, just as a Kwakiutl chief buys prestige 
in the potlatch, a farmer in Orissa can be said to invest in 
social status when he borrows rice for his father’s funeral; it 
may of course lead to his having later to sell a piece of his 
land, but it is not likely that he does not foresee this; he simply 
accepts the expectation of his fellows that he will bury his 
father in the appropriate style. 

Such loans may be investments on the part of the creditor, 
but they are not capital investment in the sense that they 
increase production. The extent to which they are or are not 
purely economic transactions depends largely on the nature of 
the social relationship between debtor and creditor, in other 
words whether they are fellow-villagers, whether the creditor 
is an alien tradesman living in the community or someone right 
outside it. The sanctions for the repayment of a debt within 
the community are primarily social. A persistent defaulter 
loses esteem, and sometimes people may believe that the 
creditor can employ sorcery against him. 

The outsider is more likely to rely on the purely economic 
sanction of refusing further credit. He can make his own 
judgments on the financial status of his customers, and in 
doing so is not held to be disregarding the norms of many- 
stranded relationships. But he too is unable in practice to 
operate with the detached impersonality of a bank manager 
towards a too large overdraft. He has to keep his customers, 
and allowing credit is the only way to do this. Anthropologists! 
have described the relationship between storekeepers (usually 
Chinese) and their Indian customers in Mauritius, or their 
Dyak customers in Sarawak, or their Chinese fishermen 
customers in Hong Kong. Here we are dealing with peasant 
societies which have come to regard certain cash needs as 
indispensable. Indians in Mauritius live on the wages they 
earn in sugar plantations; they do not grow food. Nor do 
the ‘boat-people’ of Hong Kong. The peasants of Sarawak 
(and elsewhere in South-East Asia) grow their own rice, but 
they expect to buy tea and sugar, and kerosene for lamps, 


1 See, for example, B. E. Ward, ‘Cash or Credit Crops?’ in Economic Develop- 
ment and Cultural Change, 1960, pp. 148-63, and B. Benedict, ‘Capital, 
Saving and Credit among Mauritian Indians, in Firth and Yamey, op. cit., 
pp. 3880-46, 
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if nothing more. It is for these daily expenses that they 
require credit. They make very small purchases at any one 
time, and pay at the end of the month. But they never clear 
off all they owe; a certain amount is left outstanding, and there 
may be a tacit agreement as to the amount. Burton Benedict 
has described this as ‘a kind of capital investment which the 
shopkeeper makes in his customer in return for which he 
secures his custom’.? As time goes on he builds up a personal 
relationship with his clients, of a different kind, certainly, 
from those based simply on kinship or neighbourliness, but 
nevertheless a relationship of interdependence. To cut off 
credit in Mauritius, where there is no subsistence production, 
can amount to reducing a family to destitution; in order to 
avoid being driven to this, the storekeeper must limit his cus- 
tomers to a number that he can keep his eye on. This is one 
reason why in so many peasant societies there are large num- 
bers of storekeepers, all apparently stocking the same goods, 
though another is that most of them have themselves very 
little capital. 

This chapter has been explicitly concerned with small-scale 
societies where people make money transactions as well as 
those that operate without money. One reason is that so few 
of the latter are available for study; another is that economists 
are more interested in what anthropologists can tell them 
about societies where people have got used to money than 
about the few where they have not. This is one of the fields in 
which social anthropologists have been most anxious to offer 
information that can be helpful to practical men, and the prac- 
tical economists are concerned with economic growth. What 
the anthropologist can offer is a reminder that, on the one 
hand, people everywhere lay out resources to attain social as 
well as purely material advantages, and that, on the other, 
people whose technology does not allow them to amass great 
material possessions are well aware of the choices open to them 
in the use of what resources they have. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


There is not a vast literature on the subject of this chapter, and 
the most interesting works have been referred to in the course of 


1 Firth and Yamey, op. cit., p. 342. 
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the exposition. The question whether any primitive society can be 
said to have developed a monetary system was raised by W. E. 
Armstrong. His views can be read in his Rossel Island (1928), and 
are discussed in the contribution of Lorraine Barié to a recently 
published collection of essays, most of them concerned with 
peoples who make some use of currency as this is generally under- 
stood, Capital, Saving and Credit in Peasant Societies, edited by 
R. W. Firth and B. S. Yamey (1964); also by R. W. Firth in an 
article on “The Place of Malinowski in the History of Economic 
Anthropology’ in Man and Culture, edited by R. W. Firth (1957). 
P. Einzig (not an anthropologist) in his book, Primitive Money 
(1949), discusses all the different commodities which in different 
places can be thought of as media of exchange. 

The question how far the concept of capital is applicable to a 
non-monetary economy has been discussed by R. W. Firth in 
Economics of the New Zealand Maori (2nd edn., 1959), Primitive 
Polynesian Economy (1939), and by R. F. Salisbury, From Stone to 
Steel (1962). L. Pospisil, Kapauku Papuan Economy (1963), has a 
chapter on money, savings, and investment. 

Firth and Yamey’s Capital, Saving and Credit contains fourteen 
essays on, societies in which production is directed partly to sub- 
sistence needs and partly to the market. Firth’s Malay Fishermen: 
Their Peasant Economy (1946) is a detailed field study of one such 
society. 

The place of the middleman in such societies, both as an in- 
dispensable link in communications and as a source of credit, is 
discussed by B. E. Ward, ‘Cash or Credit Crops?’, in Economic 
Development and Cultural Change, 1960. J. K. Tien, The Chinese 
of Sarawak (1953), is an ethnographic account of a trading com- 
munity. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


WHAT IS RELIGION? 


RELIGION differs from the other aspects of social life that 
have been discussed so far, because it is concerned with sys- 
tems of belief as well as systems of relationship and action, 
and because its systems of action are themselves directed 
towards entities the existence of which is not open to observa- 
tion. At every point in his work the anthropologist is asking 
‘What do people think?’ as well as ‘What do they do?’. But in 
most fields of social behaviour ideas are normative; they are 
concerned with what ought to be done and the reasons why it 
ought to be done. Religious thinking, although in one sense it 
is the very type of thinking about what ought to be done, also 
includes concern with what 7s and why it is—with the nature 
of the universe and man’s place in it, what the nineteenth- 
century anthropologists, along with most theologians, called 
the ‘great mysteries’. 

It is only in very recent times that people have gained a 
confident mastery of the world around them through the 
understanding of its processes that we call science. Two results 
of this mastery can be seen in the industrialized world today. 
In the first place, its society is largely secularized, in that many 
people take little interest in religious practices and some deny 
the validity of religious belief altogether; and in the second, 
religion is held to be concerned primarily with moral values 
and hardly at all with attempts to secure God’s help in prac- 
tical ventures. Some anthropologists have suggested that mem- 
bers of their profession who are not religious believers are de- 
barred from understanding the religion of the people among 
whom they work; but one might ask whether many religious 
believers can put themselves imaginatively in the state of 
mind of people who really think that if they don’t go to church 
the rain will never fall again, their wives will have no children, 
and all the cattle will die. Yet this is the significance, for most 
small-scale societies, of the obligation to perform periodic 
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religious ceremonies. It is partly because most westerners live 
in towns and think of rain as a nuisance and cattle as a source 
of steak that this kind of attitude is so alien to them. 

In all societies of simple technology, people believe that the 
processes of nature and the success of human endeavour are 
under the control of entities outside the range of everyday 
experience, whose intervention can change the course of events. 
The word that is generally used to describe such entities is 
‘supernatural’. A number of anthropologists have pointed out 
that the people among whom they have worked do not make 
the distinction that we do between the natural and the super- 
natural.t Some writers meet this criticism by substituting such 
words as ‘ultra-human’, or ‘non-empirical’; but many are con- 
tent with the more ordinary usage, and it has certainly never 
been a cause of misunderstanding. 


Religion as a system of beliefs 


Religion consists of beliefs and practices. Anthropologists have 
always agreed on the importance of the practices, but their 
treatment of the beliefs has been very different at different 
times. In the nineteenth century the beliefs were thought to 
have existed first as naive interpretations of experience, and 
the religion to have been built on them. Then came a phase in 
which practices were treated as all-important, and beliefs were 
held to have arisen to justify practice. Today, although we 
have not returned to the nineteenth-century interpretation of 
religion as the product of fallacious reasoning, we do recognize 
that every society has its ‘world-view’, and that in the societies 
which have no tradition of experimental science this is formu- 
lated in the shape of religious dogma. 

Durkheim was the first writer on primitive religion to be an 
avowed unbeliever, and so to treat all beliefs on a level as far 
as their truth or falsehood was concerned. Tylor and Frazer, 
though not partisans of particular theological views (Tylor was 
a Quaker), did hold that some beliefs were truer than others 
and therefore also superior, more ‘advanced’. With them begins 
the attempt to divide types of behaviour directed towards 
supernatural entities and forces into the religious and the 
magical. This might be called a popular classification, in the 

1 See, for example, E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic 


among the Azande, 1937, and S. F. Nadel, Nupe Religion, 1954. 
1s A—N 
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sense that in their day, as today, people who were confident 
that religion was true were equally confident that magic was 
false. Tylor and Frazer were interested too in the question why 
the religious beliefs of small-scale societies took the forms they 
did; for them this question did not have to be asked, as it did 
for Durkheim, about all religions. 

Most of the previous chapters have been concerned with the 
ways in which social purposes are attained with very limited 
techniques—how one can have government without an official 
apparatus, or law without police, or economics without money 
—and it would not be unreasonable to say that they have 
illustrated rudimentary forms of the institutions discussed. 
Anthropologists have been much interested in rudimentary 
forms of religion, but since religious practices are not closely 
correlated with levels of technology, they have usually judged 
what is rudimentary by other criteria. For Tylor and Frazer 
the criterion was intellectual: the more fallacious the ideas on 
which it rested, the more rudimentary the religion must be. 
Durkheim took a different line when he said categorically that 
totemism in its Australian form must be the original form of 
all religion because the techniques of the Australian aborigines 
are the most rudimentary that we know of. All his predecessors 
thought of religion as an idea which at some point dawned on 
simple minds. . 

Tylor, opposing those who sought to define primitive reli- 
gions in terms of their approximation to those that we can 
study in written records, and insisted on such criteria as the 
belief in a supreme being or the performance of actions recog- 
nizable as worship, offered as a ‘minimum definition’ ‘the 
belief in spiritual beings’. Of course people who direct ritual 
actions towards such beings must believe that they exist, but 
for Tylor the belief was more important than the actions. He 
constantly referred to the ideas he was writing about as ‘doc- 
trines’. He introduced the word ‘animism’ to cover all forms of 
belief in spiritual beings, and divided these into two main 
classes—the ‘doctrine of souls’, the idea that human beings 
have souls which survive their death, and the ‘doctrine of 
spirits’, the idea that other spiritual (personalized) beings 
exist. These beliefs, he held, must have arisen from certain 
universal human experiences. When a person dies, something 
seems to leave his body; and, short of death, people can be 
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observed in conditions of unconsciousness, in trances or asleep. 
People dream that they see other people, and that they them- 
selves are in strange places. All these experiences can be ex- 
plained if one supposes that inside the body there is a soul 
which can leave it, temporarily or permanently, and go else- 
where. The idea of survival of the soul gives rise to the cult of 
the dead, particularly in the form of ancestor-worship, which 
Tylor saw as the typical expression of animism. The non- 
human world is peopled with spirits by the ‘childlike philo- 
sophy’ which ascribes to the objects of the environment the 
same kind of reactions as the observer experiences in himself. 
‘Spirits are simply personified causes.’! To Tylor these views 
were, of course, delusions, but if all they did was to give people 
misleading explanations he regarded them with tolerance. But 
magic he described as ‘one of the most pernicious delusions 
that ever vexed mankind’.? Magic, he held, arose from the idea 
that ‘association in thought must involve similar connexions 
in reality’. This led people to suppose that they could foretell 
the future, and also injure one another by the use of means 
which experimental tests would show could not be efficacious. 
Tylor did not consider magic in the context of religion, but in 
a quite different part of his book on Primitive Culture, where 
he was illustrating his theory of ‘survivals’; magic to him was 
a pseudo-science which had become obsolete with the develop- 
ment of genuine science, but had left its traces in superstitious 
practices of various kinds. 

Frazer too thought of magic as a pseudo-science. He 
developed further the explanation of magical beliefs in terms 
of the association of ideas, and indeed elaborated the principles 
of the pseudo-science. Its theories, he held, were two. The 
theory of homceopathic magic was that objects which have 
common characteristics affect one another, so that you can 
produce an effect on one of them by imitating this effect with 
the other; the classic example is sticking pins into an image of 
somebody you dislike. The theory of contagious magic is that 
you can affect the health or life of a person by doing something 
to a part of him—his hair or nail-clippings, or even his foot- 
prints. Although the examples I have given are magical 
methods of harming others, Frazer also considered methods of 


1K. B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 4th edition, 1908, Vol. ii, p. 108. 
2 op. cit., Vol. i, p. 112. 
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beneficent magic. He elaborated his theory by reference to a 
vast number of examples taken from Greek and Latin writers, 
as well as ethnographic works and the information given by 
missionaries and others with whom he corresponded. The 
fallacy in his interpretation of magical belief as a theory sup- 
posedly applicable to nature in general is, as was originally 
pointed out by Evans-Pritchard, that people who thought that 
like objects were affecting one another all the time would never 
have been able to make sense of the everyday world at all. 

Unlike Tylor, Frazer linked magic with religion; also unlike 
Tylor, he held that magical beliefs preceded religious ones. 
One might say that he was more interested than Tylor in the 
‘applied’ aspect of the ‘bastard science’, as he called it. As 
Frazer reconstructed the inaccessible past, man looked for a 
way to control his environment, and thought these principles 
were the answer. But when they failed to give results, he con- 
cluded that there must be a personified being somewhere who 
had to be propitiated; thus was religion born. 

Some writers rejected Tylor’s definition on the ground that 
there are peoples who do not believe in spirits but yet have 
ideas that should be called religious. Codrington, a missionary 
who spent many years in Melanesia, reported the existence 
there of a belief in an impersonal power called mana which 
could be both beneficent and dangerous, and which was not 
necessarily the attribute of spiritual beings, but could be found 
in inanimate objects. R. R. Marett, who argued that the main- 
spring of religion was an emotional and not an intellectual 
response to the world of experience, described this belief as 
pre-animistic. 

The idea of mana comes very close to one of the types of 
‘beliefs in spiritual beings’ that Tylor enumerated. This is 
fetishism, or the worship of material objects supposed to have 
inherent power. The word comes from a Portuguese word 
meaning ‘charm’ which was used by early Portuguese travellers 
to describe such objects in West Africa. At the fertility shrines 
in Yak6 villages in Nigeria, offerings are made to a variety of 
objects.1 Evans-Pritchard describes little bundles of sticks, 
believed to be able to injure a person’s enemies, to which their 
Nuer owners make offerings of food and tobacco.? Ganda 


1D. Forde, Yaké Studies, 1964, pp. 263 ff. 
* KE. E, Evans-Pritchard, Nuer Religion, 1956, pp. 100 ff. 
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sorcerers were supposed to have animals’ horns, filled with sub- 
stances of various kinds, to which they made offerings. Fetish- 
ism comes within Tylor’s definition of religion, since the objects 
to which the offerings are made are supposed to ‘contain’ some 
kind of spirit, though not a personalized being. 

Another candidate for recognition as the first form of religion 
is the belief in a supreme god. Whereas in the nineteenth cen- 
tury this was held to be the mark of a highly developed reli- 
gion, in the early twentieth an Austrian missionary, Pater 
Schmidt, who taught anthropology in the University of 
Vienna, advanced the view that it was intuitively held by all 
men in their ‘natural’ state, but became overlaid or forgotten 
as humanity degenerated. His evidence came from the Nilotes 
of the southern Sudan, in whose religion such a divinity has a 
more prominent place than is usual in small-scale societies. 

But the most famous of all the rivals to animism was 
totemism, a name originally taken from a North American 
Indian word and later applied very widely. Something more 
will have to be said about the confusion that has surrounded 
this word, but for the moment what is important is that 
Durkheim used Australian totemism to illustrate his theory of 
religion, arguing that since the Australians had the most ele- 
mentary social organization that we know of, theirs must have 
been the most elementary religion. It will be noticed that here 
the question is not so much what is the simplest form of 
religion, but what religious ideas are found among the simplest 
people. It may be worth pointing out, too, that although the 
Australian aborigines had a very simple technology, their 
social organization was in some ways extremely complex. 

Australian totemism can be briefly described as the belief 
that descent groups are linked with animal species in such a 
way that the members of one species protect the members of 
one descent group, and they in return not only refrain from 
killing or eating animals of the species but perform periodic 
rituals to make its numbers increase and, on these occasions, 
do ritually eat their own totem species. It is this last feature 
that distinguishes Australian totemism from the innumerable 
other ways of associating descent groups and natural species 
which are found all over the world. Durkheim argued, in 
opposition to Tylor, that this religion—and, he added, many 
others—had no cult of the dead, and that totem animals were 
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not endowed by their worshippers with personality but with 
the kind of impersonal power that the Melanesians call mana; 
the Australians also had a word for this, orenda, and the 
Dakota Indians called it wakan. 

An American writer of the early twenties remarked cynically 
that every anthropologist nominated for the most primitive 
form of religion that of the people he had worked among 
himself. It must be remembered too that beliefs such as the 
idea of mana are not actually found in isolation, but side by 
side with beliefs in spirits and also with those which have 
commonly been called totemic. 


Totemism 


Earlier writers on primitive religion interpreted totemism as 
the worship of animals. Australian totemic rituals could cer- 
tainly be so described, as might perhaps the custom among 
some North American Indians whereby, after ritual prepara- 
tions, a young man seeks a dream which will reveal to him that 
some animal is to be his ‘guardian spirit’. But here, at the very 
outset, we come up against the difficulty that has beset all 
attempts to define totemism. 

If something called totemism really is one of the basic social 
institutions it ought to be possible to identify its essence (i.e. 
define it) in such a way that this can be recognized in all the 
different forms that it takes. But this has simply proved to be 
impracticable. Most anthropologists today would regard the 
word as an appropriate technical name for a supposed special 
association, involving ritual behaviour, between certain animal 
species and certain social groups. But the North American 
Indian guardian spirit does not belong to a social group; it 
belongs to the individual who has seen it in a dream. In general 
it is true that members of a group associated in this way with 
an animal species refrain from killing or eating the animal; 
this rule is a ritual prohibition, but it would be stretching 
language to call it animal worship. In the great majority of 
cases the groups associated with animal species are descent 
groups, but this is not always so; in parts of Australia women 
have common totems. The great majority of the descent groups 
associated with animal species are exogamous, but not all 
exogamous groups have totems. Also, as has been mentioned, 
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a few unilineal descent groups which do have totems do not 
strictly impose exogamy. 

To many writers the association of totemism with exogamy 
was the most important fact about it. Frazer wrote four vast 
volumes on this subject, and the entry under ‘Totemism’ in 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica for 1929 remarks that ‘where 
totemism is not associated with exogamy it is not difficult to 
suppose that exogamy has been lost.’ Attempts were made to 
find in beliefs about the totem animal reasons for the rule 
against marriage within the group. The belief, again common 
but by no means universal, that the original ancestor of the 
descent group had actually been an animal of the totem species, 
inspired Freud with the theory of his Totem and Taboo, pub- 
lished in 1913, the year after Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of 
the Religious Life. Freud saw in the ritual of the Australian 
aborigines a symbolic expression of the Oedipus complex, the 
unconscious desire of the human male to kill his father and 
mate with his mother. As Freud reconstructed the social life 
of what we should perhaps call pre-social days, humans roamed 
about in hordes, a word which has been much used to describe 
the roaming bands of Australian aborigines. The leader of the 
horde retained for himself all the women in it, so that all the 
other men—his sons—had to look for mates outside. Eventu- 
ally, the sons rose up in revolt, killed and ate the father; but, 
overcome with guilt, they could not bring themselves to pro- 
fit by their victory, and so they imposed upon themselves 
the rule of exogamy. This is the event commemorated in the 
annual eating of the totem animal, which, as has been pointed 
out, is a rite found nowhere in the world outside Australia. An 
anthropologist today, accustomed to looking for and finding 
descent and marriage rules documented by genealogical 
records, will find it difficult to picture the actual kinship con- 
stitution of the Freudian horde. 

Nowadays the structural consequences of exogamy can be 
quite adequately discussed without any mention of the ‘totemic 
avoidances’ characteristic of exogamous groups. Moreover, 
theories to explain these which depend on supposed relation- 
ships between sentient beings break down as soon as it is 
realized that some descent groups are called after, and ‘respect’ 
or ‘avoid’, inanimate objects, so that within the same society 
some people have animal totems while others do not. 
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Durkheim had pointed out that the totem is the emblem of 
the group called by its name. Lévi-Strauss! has punctured the 
theorizing about the relationship between totemism and exo- 
gamy (in any case now rather old-fashioned) by remarking that 
if descent groups are to remain distinct and identifiable long 
enough to deserve names and make use of emblems, there 
must be marriage rules of such a nature as to keep them 
distinct. Hence, where you find totemism you should expect 
to find exogamy. 

In the same context Lévi-Strauss has remarked, as did 
Radcliffe-Brown before him,? that the identification of human 
beings with plants and animals take many forms, of which 
totemism is only one, and that this is a subject worthy of study 
in itself. In fact the discussion of totemism by British social 
anthropologists during the last forty years has been largely 
concerned with the reasons why natural species—and particu- 
lar species among particular peoples—have been selected as 
totems. 

Durkheim said animals and plants were suitable emblems 
because they could be shown pictorially in ritual. But many 
Australian tribes never make pictures of their totems. Rad- 
cliffe-Brown argued that people develop ritual attitudes—not 
necessarily totemic—towards objects in their environment 
which have practical importance for them, particularly, of 
course, as food. But as detailed ethnographic studies accumu- 
late, it becomes increasingly clear that species selected as 
totems are often of very little economic interest. Fortes has 
remarked that no characteristic can be found which is com- 
mon to all the creatures treated with ritual respect by the 
Tallensi (and also by a great many other peoples in the 
interior of West Africa). They are not a class either in the 
zoological, the economic or the magical sense.? He shows, 
however, that they are not arbitrarily chosen badges but have 
something in common with what they symbolize. Not all of 
them, in fact, are associated with lineages. Those which are 
thought of as ‘creatures of the earth’ must not be killed be- 
cause they are associated with the shrines of the earth. Those 


1 Le Totémisme Aujourd’ hui, 1962, p. 15. 

2 “The Sociological Theory of Totemism’, in Structure and Function in 
Primitive Society, 1952, p. 126. 

*M. Fortes, The Dynamics of Clanship among the Taliensi, 1945, pp. 141-2. 
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which are associated with lineages are mostly carnivorous 
animals, who are feared as the ancestors are feared, and whose 
vitality makes them symbols of immortality. 

The latest of the writers on totemism, Lévi-Strauss, sees this 
emphasis on symbolism as a great advance in the under- 
standing of the subject, but himself carries it further in a 
direction which makes totemism an intellectual rather than a 
religious phenomenon. His own interpretation develops further 
the argument of Radcliffe-Brown’s Huxley Lecture, The Com- 
paratiwe Method in Social Anthropology, which has been referred 
to in another context.! Radcliffe-Brown was there concerned 
with a much wider field of phenomena than totemism, al- 
though one of his themes was the striking fact that two very 
similar kinds of birds have totemic associations with major 
divisions of society in places as far apart as Australia and the 
north-west coast of America. The fundamental principle of 
social structure with which he was there concerned was the 
coupling in certain contexts of groups which in other contexts 
are thought to be opposed; Eaglehawk and Crow are both 
birds, but they are birds with sharply contrasted character- 
istics. Many other examples of ‘complementary opposition’ 
can be found, and totemism, with its animal analogies, is only 
one of a much wider class of phenomena. Lévi-Strauss goes 
beyond this, and argues that the important thing about 
totemism is precisely that it is a way of recognizing differences 
as such; it is the most elementary way of classifying the objects 
of experience. ‘At last’, he writes, ‘we realize that totems are 
chosen not because they are “‘good for eating’? but because 
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they are “‘good for thinking”’. 


Religion as a social fact 


More interesting than the question what is the most primitive 
religion—a question that does not much interest the social 
anthropologist of today—is how people have distinguished the 
religious from the secular on the one hand and the magical on 
the other. The earlier writers had been concerned primarily 
with belief, with what people thought there was in the uni- 
verse in addition to the objects of direct experience. Another 
way of looking at religion was proposed by Robertson Smith, 


1 See p. 45. 
Z/op. cite, p. 128: 
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who interested himself in the contemporary life of Arab 
society for the light it could throw on the Old Testament. His 
conclusion was that where there are no sacred writings and 
learned men to expound them, the due performance of ritual 
is considered to be much more important than adherence to 
orthodox belief. People are not asked whether they adhere to 
all the tenets of their religion; what matters is that they should 
not neglect the ritual actions that it prescribes. This view, 
with which most social anthropologists would agree, con- 
tributed much to the theory of religion that Durkheim was to 
put forward in his Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. 

Durkheim was also influenced by his teacher, Fustel de 
Coulanges, who had argued in The Ancient City that the religion 
of the Greeks and Romans developed on parallel lines with 
their social organization. First every family worshipped its 
own ancestors, and then, as larger populations came together 
in cities, cults arose which transcended the divisions based on 
descent and united all citizens in common ritual. This could 
be taken today as a description of the contrast in Africa be- 
tween the religions of societies based on segmentary lineage 
systems and of those organized as states. The Yak6 system, 
with its colleges of lineage priests as the source of leadership 
for the whole village, might have seemed to Coulanges the 
perfect illustration of the transition. 

Durkheim, as has been mentioned,! based all his studies of 
social institutions on the principle that the social can be ex- 
plained only in terms of the social. In other words, one should 
not look for the explanation of social institutions in the im- 
pulses of individuals, since in every existing society the 
institutions are part of the world in which the individual finds 
himself; he has to take them as given, and they are in fact 
created by the necessity which man, as a social animal, is 
under to live according to an ordered system of rules. Hence 
Durkheim rejected interpretations of religion as an answer to 
speculation about the mysteries of the universe, and con- 
centrated on the relation between religious activities—that is 
ritual—and other social institutions. 

Interpretations of religious attitudes must differ according 
as the interpreter does or does not himself believe that they are 
directed towards something that really exists. If he does, he 

1 See p. 23. 
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will consider that all religions—or all the belief systems which 
he allows to be such—are attempts, some more successful than 
others, to grasp the nature of this reality. If he does not, he 
will hold, with Durkheim, that they are metaphorical ways of 
expressing aspects of human experience. Both sides would 
agree, however, that religion is a matter of metaphors, and 
that the metaphors themselves must necessarily be drawn 
from human experience. 

To Durkheim religion was a metaphor for society itself—or, 
it might be more accurate to say, for the indispensable condi- 
tions of life in society. Various writers have called attention 
to the misunderstandings that have arisen from thinking he 
meant his readers to regard society as itself a kind of personal- 
ized being—though certainly he sometimes wrote as if he did.! 

Durkheim argued that the religious believer is not asking 
how to think, but how to act, and that what he derives from 
his religion is the necessary strength for right actions. Stated 
so, this view would certainly be accepted by the modern 
believer who sees religion as a moral guide and not an explana- 
tory theory. In simple societies, says Durkheim, this is pre- 
cisely the function of ritual, even where the ritual is not 
attached to any explicit assertion of moral codes; because, he 
says, the ritual itself is a heightened expression of the inter- 
dependence of men living in a society. He describes this as 
their dependence on society, and writes of the demands that 
society makes on them. This is where he slips into the personi- 
fication of society. And, he continues, if the ritual is directed 
towards a personified being, this can be none other than society 
itself. The phrase ‘God is society’, in which this argument is 
summed up, does not (I think) actually occur in the pages of 
his long book; but it does not misrepresent his argument. If at 
first this seems astonishing, we should remember that when 
theologians seek to describe the attributes of God, they 
enumerate qualities that are admired in relationships between 
men—what else could they do? The necessity of representing 
divinity in human terms is one theme of a recent study of the 
religion of a Nilotic people, Godfrey Lienhardt’s book on the 
Dinka, Divinity and Experience (1961). 

It is important to realize that Durkheim did not suggest 
that people consciously asserted their dependence on society 

1 See, for example, J. H. M. Beattie, Other Cultures, 1964, p. 221. 


198 WHAT IS RELIGION? 


in the symbolic activities of ritual. What we learn from Durk- 
heim, and might perhaps learn more easily from Fustel:de 
Coulanges, though we read him less, is that religious symbols 
are often attached to social groups, so that when one is study- 
ing the structure of a society one must ask what groups form 
ritual units, and when one is studying ritual one must ask in 
what ways the status of particular persons or groups is 
reflected in the ritual roles assigned to them. Paradoxically, in 
view of Durkheim’s dismissal of the cult of the dead as un- 
important, many of the most interesting answers will be found 
in the field of ancestor-worship. But students of religion today 
think there are many more questions to be asked besides the 
question of its relation with the social structure—questions of 
the symbolism used in religious rites and in talking about 
religion, and also questions about religious beliefs as intellec- 
tual systems. 

In offering a definition which would distinguish the religious 
from other aspects of social life, Durkheim took the view that 
particular kinds of belief were not important. He bade the 
inquirer look for something which he asserted would every- 
where be found—the existence of a realm of objects and prac- 
tices recognized to be different from the objects and practices 
of everyday life. This was the realm of the sacred, and religion 
was what concerned the sacred. 

This conception of the sacred gives Durkheim his definition 
of religion—‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative 
to sacred things, that is to say things set apart and forbidden 
—beliefs and practices which unite into one single moral com- 
munity called a church all those who adhere to them’. Durk- 
heim’s view that there can be no religion without a church is 
an integral part of his interpretation of religion as a way of re- 
asserting the importance of membership of social groups; it 
may at first have seemed surprising when applied to the small- 
scale societies, but every social anthropologist would accept it 
today. 


Religion and magic 


It is on this criterion that Durkheim based his distinction be- 
tween magic and religion. Magic, he said, has no church; it is 
performed by individuals for the benefit of other individuals. 
Moreover, while religion is a social force maintaining in the 
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participants in ritual the sentiments that they must have if 
they are to accept the constraints that society imposes, magic 
is anti-social; it is practised by individuals to gain their private 
ends. Like Tylor, Durkheim paid more attention to harmful 
than to beneficent magic, and neither of these writers con- 
sidered the type of magic performed on behalf of the com- 
munity which was described so fully by Malinowski in his 
work on the Trobriands. 

Whereas Durkheim excluded magic from the field of the 
sacred altogether, Malinowski held that it had more in com- 
mon with religion than with the world of everyday which we 
manage by our common sense knowledge of the properties of 
the objects we use. Malinowski denied that either magic or 
religion grew out of speculation, and really implied that, out- 
side the field in which man knows from practical experience 
what to do next, he does not ask questions. Magic and religion, 
he held, both arise from emotional needs; they are man’s way 
of facing the situations that he cannot control. Magic supple- 
ments technique, as when it is invoked to make a canoe sail 
faster; or it deals with problems for which there is no appro- 
priate technique, as when a young man uses it to make his girl 
kind to him. Magic, then, is directed to specific ends. Religion, 
in contrast, provides, in the religious act, its own ends; it gives 
man reassurance in facing the uncontrollable universe. Malin- 
owski saw the origin of religion in the need to overcome the 
threat of disruption which is presented to a society when any 
of its members dies. When Malinowski said that the religious 
rite fulfilled its purpose by the feelings that it generated, he 
was not so far from Durkheim, though he was thinking pri- 
marily of feelings of confidence and hope, and Durkheim of 
feelings of social responsibility. For Malinowski religion met 
what he called the ‘integrative needs’ of man in society, but 
again, though Durkheim might have said just that, he would 
have meant something very different. Malinowski fully recog- 
nized the need for what Durkheim called ‘collective representa- 
tions’, commonly held beliefs the effect of which was to justify 
and so uphold the existing social order, but to him the essential 
significance of religion was that it gave man courage to face 
the world, and in particular the inevitability of death. 

Most anthropologists have thought it was an advance to 
see magic and religion as belonging to a single complex of 
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phenomena, where earlier writers, each for a different reason, 
had treated magic as something of an inferior order. But ‘it 
has never proved possible to sort out the ritual activities of a 
society into Malinowski’s two categories. What are we to call 
the action of a Christian who wards off evil by making the 
sign of the cross, or prays for rain, or even that our most 
gracious sovereign should always walk in God’s ways? These 
words and actions are surely directed to specific ends. Indi- 
vidual believers may pray for benefits to themselves which 
may well not be conducive to the general good; if they do so, 
they are behaving in the anti-social way that Durkheim said 
was typical of the magician. It is quite possible that people 
whose religion condemns magic resort more to private appeals 
to God, but the making of sacrifices by people seeking relief 
from specific misfortunes, particularly sickness, is common in 
many parts of the world, and most people would think it a 
distortion of language to say this was magical and not 
religious. 

The efficacy of magic may be thought to depend essentially 
upon the correct treatment of the substances used (including 
words spoken over them) independently of assistance from any 
supernatural being. But many magical spells recite the names 
of ancestors, and some explicitly call upon them. Does this not 
bring them very close to’ prayer? 

K. R. Leach,+ observing that Durkheim excluded magic 
from the field of religion while Malinowski included it, sought 
to transcend this opposition by offering a new definition not 
of magic or religion, but of ritual. Before this, anthropologists 
had generally meant by ritual a formal stereotyped sequence 
of acts performed in a religious or magical context. Christians, 
with Durkheim, would speak of the ritual of their liturgy, but 
might deny that magical practices were ritual; Malinowski, on 
the other hand, reiterated that the essential elements in all 
magic were the rite, the spell and the condition of the per- 
former. Stereotyped practices not concerned, or not primarily, 
with religion were commonly called ceremonial.? Thus the 
Queen’s coronation would be called a ritual, but her opening of 
parliament (although prayers are said) would be regarded as 
a ceremonial. Implicit in the use of these words is the assump- 


} Political Systems of Highland Burma, 1954, pp. 10-16. 
* Though some dictionaries would say that they too could be called ritual. 
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tion that neither rites nor ceremonies can have any practical 
(technological) effect. 

Leach and others have found a difficulty in this classifica- 
tion. Whereas the anthropologist, with his scientific training, 
knows that none of these activities can have effects on any- 
thing except the minds of the participants, the participants 
may not make the same distinction; they may believe, for 
example, that the magic makes the canoe swift in precisely the 
same way that the use of the right wood makes it buoyant. 
All human activities, Leach further said, even those which 
Durkheim would have unhesitatingly classed as ‘secular’ or 
‘profane’, include elements that do not contribute anything to 
their practical success, and are not expected to by the per- 
formers. These non-essential frills are added to the technical 
activity because ‘this is the way we do it’; they are assertions 
by the performers of their membership in a social group defined 
by a common culture. Magic, it would seem implicit in his 
argument, is a technical activity to the extent that those who 
practise it think it is. All non-technical activities are ways of 
expressing the social status of the performer, and to all these 
activities he gives the name of ritual. It is impossible, he 
argues, to divide activities into those which are technical and 
those which are ritual. These words describe aspects of all 
activities, one or other of which may be more pronounced in 
different cases. He then equates the opposition of ritual and 
technique with Durkheim’s opposition of sacred and profane. 

But Durkheim’s argument stands or falls on the definition 
of ‘sacred’ as ‘set apart’, and of religion as being concerned 
with what is set apart. If the sacred can never be separated 
from the profane, it is impossible to talk about it in Durk- 
heimian language at all, and if Leach is taken to say that the 
sacred cannot be distinguished from the profane, the word as 
ordinarily used loses all meaning. This is not the same thing 
as to say that certain peoples do not make the distinction. 
Moreover, Leach’s argument, interesting as it is, does not 
purport to offer a definition of religion. Later in the book in 
which he propounds it, he discusses a sacrifice to spirits. From 
all the actions performed in the course of the sacrifice he 
singles out the technical—killing, cooking and eating animals 
—and that part of the ritual which asserts that the ranking of 
spirits corresponds to that of their worshippers, and implicitly 
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assumes that what makes the sacrifice religious is that it is 
directed towards spirits. He admits the existence of a host: of 
other non-technical actions, but he does not describe those. 

The field, then, that Leach is defining is much wider than 
that of religion, and at the same time he does not allow that 
religion falls wholly within it. Moreover, he is defining ritual, 
not explaining it; he is simply saying, “This is what I think it 
would be useful to call ritual.’ Although most anthropologists 
have not found his definition useful, recent assertions that he 
has said religion ‘makes statements about social structure’ are 
off the mark.? 

The problem of definition raised by Leach has been further 
discussed by his Cambridge colleague J. R. Goody.? Goody 
finds that the Durkheimian distinction between religion as 
social and magic as individual behaviour cannot always, or 
perhaps ever, be made. It is true that we have been ac- 
customed to describe as magical the rites that are performed 
in private, without a congregation. But in the sense that 
beliefs in the efficacy of magic in any society are ‘collective 
representations’, common to all members of the society, magic 
too could be said to have its congregation—and, one might add, 
the beliefs associated with the rites which have been called 
magical and those which have been called religious often form 
a whole, and never contradict one another. Goody argues that 
the types of activity which Durkheim saw as essentially reli- 
gious—those that gather people together and induce in them 
a feeling of solidarity—are not necessarily religious at all but 
ceremonial. Mass ceremonials include not only the Australian 
totemic rituals but the explicitly non-religious Bastille Day 
celebrations in France. 

Durkheim did not attempt to establish any category of 
objects that would be universally regarded as sacred; on the 
contrary he said that what was sacred depended on the particu- 
lar religion, and could vary infinitely. This approach to the 
data made it impossible for him to exclude from the category 
of the sacred objects which are ‘set apart and forbidden’ 
because they are thought to be sources of pollution; and, as 


1 For example, R. F. Horton, ‘A Definition of Religion and its Uses’, Journal 
of the Royal Anthropological Institutes, 1960, p. 202. 

* ‘Religion and Ritual: The Definitional Problem’, British Journal of 
Sociology, 1961. 
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Goody says, why should not any opposition that is recognized 
in a society—say that of ‘day’ and ‘night’—be interpretated 
as an opposition of sacred and profane? Goody could not find 
among the Lo Dagaa of northern Ghana any recognized opposi- 
tion of sacred and profane. 

Leach’s distinction between technique and ritual is based on 
the proposition that ritual does not do things, it says things— 
a point already made by Talcott Parsons and by Radcliffe- 
Brown.1 But what does it say? Leach answered the question by 
saying it indicates status and status relationships. But most 
anthropologists who have made a close study of ritual think 
this is the least part of what it says. How then are we to decide 
what it is saying? Monica Wilson in her exhaustive account of 
Nyakyusa ritual quoted the words of informants whenever she 
could, but she could not have given a coherent interpretation 
of its symbolism without adding something of her own. 
Radcliffe-Brown went so far as to indicate that the interpreta- 
tion must come from the observer, and this is the view taken 
by Turner in his detailed analysis of Ndembu symbolism.? 

With this view Goody agrees, and he adds that, since we 
cannot find among the peoples we study any principle univers- 
ally recognized by them which delimits the field of religion, 
we must make our own. This, he remarks, is no more than we 
have done in the fields of economics, politics and law. In fact 
Leach’s distinction between the technical and the ritual— 
between acts that we, as observers with some knowledge of 
scientifie principles, can see produce the ends they aim at and 
those which do not—though it is not the same as Durkheim’s 
distinction between sacred and profane, is the one that all 
anthropologists have made in distinguishing the magico- 
religious from the field of everyday life. As we see it, there is an 
aspect of life in which people seek to attain ends that are either 
not attainable by any human action or not attainable by the 
means they are using. They purport to be calling in aid beings 
or forces which we consider to be outside the course of nature 
as we understand it, and so call ‘supernatural’. To this field of 
activity belong both the religious and the magical. 


17. Parsons, The Structure of Social Action, 1937; A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, 
Structure and Function in Primitive Society, 1952. 

2V. W. Turner, ‘Symbols in Ndembu Ritual’, in M. Gluckman ed., Closed 
Systems and Open Minds, 1964. 
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Goody rejects theories which lay stress on the emotional 
attitudes of the actors in magical or religious rituals. He and 
others have pointed out that these rituals are often performed 
in a very matter-of-fact way. Nevertheless those who have 
sought to interpret the symbolism of ritual argue that it does 
express (among other things) the deeply felt desires and feel- 
ings of those who practise it. In Beattie’s view its expressive 
character is as important as whatever is believed to be its 
practical effect.? 

As for the difference between religion and magic, ordinary 
people have a general idea that they know what it is, and this 
general idea is correct. It might be epitomized as the difference 
between communicating with beings and manipulating forces. 
Where the idea of communication dominates, the activity is 
primarily religious; where the idea of manipulation dominates, 
the activity is primarily magical. Though it is difficult to con- 
ceive of communication with forces, there are certainly many 
attempts at manipulating beings. 

One could put this in another way by saying that it is 
precisely through communication that one manipulates person- 
alized beings. Beattie would say that men have to personify 
the objects of their religious interest so as to feel that they are 
communicating with them. R. F. Horton goes further, and 
sees a large part of religious activity as an attempt to persuade 
or control these personified beings in just the same way as one 
would a human being: for example, constraining them by a 
sacrifice to make a return gift. Of course you cannot see the 
deity’s reaction to your approach as you can that of a human 
being; so the best you can do, if the answer does not come at 
once, is to repeat the same approach and hope it will be more 
effective next time. This is why approaches to deities become 
stereotyped (ritualized).? Accordingly Horton proposes to call 
religion ‘an extension of the field of people’s social relation- 
ships beyond the confines of human society’. This is an ex- 
planatory description of religion, not a definition which would 
indicate how religion is to be distinguished from that which is 
not religion. If it is conceived as describing everything that 
can be called religious, we must conclude that Horton regards 
magic as something that can be distinguished from religion by 


1 See J. H. M. Beattie, Other Cultures, 1964, Chapters 12 and 13. 
2 Horton, loc. cit. 
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the criterion that the magician is not trying to conduct trans- 
actions with personified beings; and in fact the whole of 
Horton’s argument in this context is about ‘gods’. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


The classic studies of primitive religion are E. B. Tylor, Primitive 
Culture (8rd edition, 1891), Chapters XI-XVIII, J. G. Frazer, The 
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Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (translated by Joseph Ward 
Swain, 1954). All these books are long, but Durkheim’s is manage- 
able; the translation is not always reliable, and those who can read 
it in French are advised to do so. C. Lévi-Strauss, Totemism 
To-day (translation by R. Needham, 1962), conveniently sum- 
marizes the history of his subject. 

Malinowski’s theory of religion and his distinction between re- 
ligion and magic are expounded in his essay on the subject in the 
collection of his works entitled Magic, Science and Religion (1948). 
EK. R. Leach advances his definition of ritual in the introductory 
chapter of his Political Systems of Highland Burma (1954). A useful 
discussion of the validity of distinctions between magic and religion 
can be found in R. W. Firth, Human Types (2nd edition 1956), 
Chapter VI. R. F. Horton’s article, ‘A Definition of Religion and 
its Uses’, was published in the Journal of the Royal Anthropological 
Institute for 1960. J. R. Goody, ‘Religion and Ritual: The Defini- 
tional Problem’, British Journal of Sociology, 1961, discusses the 
same question. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


RELIGION AND SOCIETY 


ARGUMENTS about what is to be called magic and what is to 
be called religion are no more than a clearing of the ground for 
a discussion of the place of religion in social life. Except in a 
rather general way in the context of Durkheim’s theory, the 
relation between religion and morality has so far hardly been 
mentioned. Nothing has been said on the question of occasions 
for religious ritual, and very little on the way in which a reli- 
gion provides its adherents with a coherent view of the world. 

The occasions that are thought to call for ritual, for seeking 
contact with the supernatural (or the ultra-human or the non- 
empirical, or spiritual beings or just ‘the gods ), are remarkably 
similar in all societies. 

Evans-Pritchard introduces his discussion of the meaning 
of sacrifice among the Nuer by a division of occasions for 
sacrifice into two types, ‘confirmatory’ and ‘piacular’, and this 
division would hold good for ritual in general, whether or not 
it includes a sacrifice in the sense of killing an animal;! a great 
deal of ritual includes symbolic giving of some kind, as Horton 
has remarked. A distinction must be made between the terms 
ritual, used as a noun and implying a complex of actions 
engaging a number of people, and ritual behaviour, describing 
individual actions of a ritual nature, among which Leach 
would include wearing a ring to show that you are married, 
and most anthropologists would include the observance of 
‘totemic’ avoidances. 

Some rites, Evans-Pritchard says,? are concerned with 
changes of social status and the interaction of social groups; 
these are the ones to which Durkheim directed his attention. 
Others are ‘concerned rather with the moral and physical 


* Or of ‘destroying something’, as the wider definition of sacrifice given by 
Hubert and Mauss has it (H. Hubert and M. Mauss, Sacrifice, its Nature and 
Function, trans. W. D. Halls, 1964). 

2 Nuer Religion, 1956, p. 272. 
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welfare of the individual’; these are the ones that people have 
in mind when they reject Durkheim’s interpretation of religion 
as inadequate. 

The occasions for rites of the first type, which Evans- 
Pritchard calls ‘confirmatory’, are remarkably similar all over 
the world. In western society the large number of people whose 
adherence to their religion is merely nominal nevertheless set 
store by the performance of ritual on three occasions, all con- 
cerned with changes of status—at birth when a new person 
enters society, at marriage, and at death when a person leaves 
it. Such people, we may suppose, are not greatly concerned 
with the spiritual effects of these rites; yet the fact must 
reflect a general feeling that these events ought to be in some 
way sacralized. 


‘Rites de passage’ 

The first writer to consider the social significance of ‘con- 
firmatory’ ritual was Durkheim’s associate Van Gennep, who 
contributed to the language of social anthropology the term 
rites de passage. There is a certain difficulty in choosing an apt 
English rendering of this term, since in speech ‘rites’ may be 
confused with ‘rights’ and ‘rites of passage’ be taken to refer 
to something legal (although this is the title of the English 
translation of Van Gennep’s book).1 A better phrase is Beattie’s 
‘transition rituals’,2 but many people say ‘life-crisis rituals’, 
thereby limiting themselves to a narrower field than that 
covered by Van Gennep. 

Van Gennep in fact argued that in simple societies every 
change that could be thought of as a passage from one state to 
another was ritualized—changes in the phases of the moon or 
in the seasons, as well as changes in the social status of 
individuals, the movement of a community to a new village, 
the entry of a couple into a new house, or even entering or 
leaving any house. For example, he mentions the pre-Islamic 
Arab custom that everyone who entered or left a house 
touched the image of the household god as he passed the door. 
Social anthropologists today find his theories more interesting 
where they bear on the sacralization of changes in social 


1 A. van Gennep, Les Rites de Passage, 1909, translated by M. Vizedom and 
G. Caffee, 1960. 
2 Other Cultures, p. 211. 
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status. Van Gennep pointed out that a human being does not 
become a member of his society merely by being born; he has 
to be formally accepted into it, and this is done by a public 
naming of the infant or a presentation of him to his parents’ 
kin. The attainment of social adulthood is marked by ritual, 
as are marriage and death, and one of the effects of mortuary 
ritual is to establish the status of the dead person as an 
ancestor. All such changes, said Van Gennep, can be inter- 
preted as ‘goings out’ and ‘comings in’—not just ‘passages’ 
but rather ‘passings through’. 

The person whose status is to be changed is first removed 
from everyday contact by a rite of separation, which places 
him in the realm of the sacred in Durkheim’s sense of the 
word. Examples are the ritual departure from an African vil- 
lage of a band of boys or girls to the place outside it where they 
are to spend the period of their initiation, or the placing of a 
bride in the hut where she will spend a period of seclusion, 
either before she goes to her husband, or at her husband’s 
home before she takes up the household duties of a wife. This 
is followed by a transitional period when the person going 
through the ritual has left one status behind but has not yet 
entered on the other. The rites at this stage Van Gennep calls 
marginal, but he also uses of them the French word liminaire 
which drives his metaphor home. Liminaire means ‘of the 
threshold’; Van Gennep imagines somebody actually on the 
doorstep, neither in nor out. Then comes a rite of aggregation 
in which the new status is formally confirmed—or one should 
rather say created, since status is a matter of social recognition 
and not of any act or condition of an individual. The three 
stages have also been called in English translation rites of 
separation, segregation and integration. Van Gennep was care- 
ful to point out that the sacralization of the change of status 
is never the sole purpose of the rites which surround it. They 
usually include elements directed to the person’s success in his 
new status; for example, marriage rites are concerned with 
fertility, the ritual of birth with the safety and health of the 
infant and his fortunate progress through life. 

The symbolism of transition rituals is often that of rebirth; 
in some initiation rites the boys are said to be swallowed by 
some mysterious creature and born anew from its belly. Their 
mothers may believe that they literally die and are reborn; 
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especially since, in those initiations which include a long period 
of subjection to physical hardship, they sometimes actually 
die. Often they go through a door, as the Nyakyusa chiefs and 
headmen used to do when they entered together on their 
offices, at a ceremony which was actually called the ‘coming 
out’ because this was thought of as the most significant part 
of it; or as the Kikuyu boys at initiation used to pass under an 
arch made of banana stems. 

In addition to transition rites which solemnize the entry of 
individuals on a new status, confirmatory rites may be per- 
formed on behalf of a whole community. These are usually 
annual, and Van Gennep could have brought them into his 
category of transition rites by emphasizing their timing at the 
passage from one year to another. Certainly some annual rites 
are of this kind, such as those of southern Ghana, where the 
evils of the past are ritually thrown into the sea and a new year 
begins with a clean record. But although many people reckon 
a new year from the time when the crops are harvested, this is 
not the major significance of such rites. They are concerned 
rather with the continued satisfactory working of both the 
natural and the social order. These are the rites that Durkheim 
saw as containing the essence of religion. 

The reason why changes in social status should be surrounded 
with ritual has recently been discussed by Gluckman and 
Fortes.! Gluckman’s theory has something in common with 
his explanation of the processes of African law. He reminds us 
again that in a small-scale society relationships are ‘multiplex’; 
the roles of father, headman, priest and so on are all played in 
relation to the same people. Hence failure in any one role is 
likely to affect other relationships than those logically involved 
in that particular role,? and so—this seems to be the argument 
—is more serious in its consequences than it would be in a 
society where roles are segregated, so that a highly unsuccess- 
ful father can be a very successful university don. Ritual, as 
we should all agree, is attached to matters that people take 
very seriously; in small-scale societies people attach great im- 
portance tothe correct playing of roles. Ritual, Gluckman adds, 
segregates one role from the intrusion of other roles: quoting 


1M. Gluckman ed., Essays in the Ritual of Social Relations, 1962. 
2 This is a more sophisticated way of describing what Malinowski used to 
call ‘the functional interrelationship of institutions’. 
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the famous ethnographer Junod, he instances the ritual of 
preparation for hunting among the Tsonga, and explains 
this as due to the separation of the hunter from his normal 
milieu and activities as cultivator. 

A role, as Fortes reminds us, is not something the actor 
becomes, just as a stage actor does not turn into a mediaeval 
prince whose father has been murdered whenever he is engaged 
to play Hamlet. Society confers or allots roles, it instructs the 
actors in them, all the time through the diffuse sanction of 
public comment, and in a concentrated form through the 
rituals of change of status. But these rituals are not Just— 
indeed they are hardly at all—processes of technical instruc- 
tion; their overt purpose, as well as their effect, in the view of 
Fortes, is to stress the moral aspect of the role, the obligations 
towards his fellows which the actor undertakes by assuming 
it, even if the status that he is entering is an ascribed one so 
that he has no choice. Referring specifically to the installation 
rites of kings and chiefs, but as part of an argument concerned 
with all transition ritual, he says their aim is ‘that the bonds 
of office that bind the holder to those for whom he holds it 
may be irrefragably forged.’! Moreover, rites of the annual 
type, in addition to their concern with the harvest and the 
recurrence of good harvests in the future, often include re- 
minders to the holders of political office of the obligations 
which it entails. Perhaps the most striking example is the new 
year ceremony of the Swazi, with its simulation of rebellion 
against the king and his triumph over it.? Fortes cites also the 
Great Festivals of the Tallensi, the series of rites that extend 
throughout the dry season, from one harvest to the next sow- 
ing, during which, as a part of a very complex ritual, the 
mythical origins of the complementary offices of chief and 
earth-priest are recalled. ‘So the ceremonial cycle confirms 
annually the occupation of each office and thus re-imposes on 
its holder his duties and capacities.’* It also reminds each one 
how indispensable to the community is the existence of his 
office and the due performance of its responsibilities, by 
assigning to each a part in the ritual drama that only he can 
perform. 


1 Essays on the Ritual of Social Relations, pp. 70-71. 
* H. Kuper, An African Aristocracy, 1947. 
’ Essays on the Ritual of Social Relations, p. 25. 
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Fortes extends his generalizations beyond the field of 
publicly performed ritual into that of taboo, or ritual prohibi- 
tion, and here makes an observation which bears on the dis- 
cussion of ‘totemic’ avoidances. Every time a person has 
occasion to remember that a certain food is forbidden him on 
account of his clan membership or—an unusual taboo that is 
found among the Tallensi—because he is a first-born son, he 
is reminded of his duties as a member of his clan or as the 
first-born son of his father. 


Ritual and social structure 


Fortes’ argument shows how the understanding of the relation 
between religion and society has advanced along the path first 
opened by Durkheim to the recognition that religion does 
more—and also perhaps less—than create a general awareness, 
in circumstances of heightened emotion, of the dependence of 
every individual on life in an ordered society. Close observa- 
tion of the confirmatory rites of small-scale societies has shown 
how much they emphasize the interdependence of different 
divisions in a society by distributing ritual tasks among them. 
This can be seen both in societies which consist of autonomous 
lineages and in those which recognize a supreme head. The 
Tallensi Great Festivals, which have just been mentioned, are 
a classic example of this type. The People of Taleland are 
divided into real Talis, who claim to be the descendants of the 
first inhabitants, and Namoos descended from more recent 
immigrants. The heads of Tale lineages are priests of the earth; 
they alone can sacrifice to it and so secure that the crops may 
flourish and people in general prosper. The heads of Namoo 
lineages are chiefs, and, what is more significant in the ritual 
context, they alone have the magic of rainmaking, which they 
claim to have brought with them from their home in the 
north. The Great Festivals consist of rites performed alter- 
nately by Namoos and Talis, each accompanied by dancing, 
in which the celebrants take part while persons belonging to 
the other section look on. At key points in the rites there are 
formal encounters between the senior chief and the senior 
earth-priest, each pronouncing the blessings on the whole 
community that his ritual office empowers him to give. As 
Fortes puts it, the ‘rituals vividly insulate each group from the 


212 RELIGION AND SOCIETY 


other, while at the same time uniting them in common 
responsibility for the welfare of the country’.+ 

While these festivals are being held, quarrelling is not per- 
mitted. This does not signify by any means that the goodwill— 
or the Durkheimian emotional awareness of social inter- 
dependence—which they engender purges men’s hearts of 
anger and hatred. What it does mean is that disputes cannot 
be openly pursued, and those which are already public must 
be brought to an end before the ceremonies can be performed. 
Disputes of this kind are concerned with contested claims, and 
must be settled by the surrender of one party’s case or by 
some form of compromise. The imminence of the ceremonies, 
the performance of which is believed by everyone to be 
absolutely indispensable to their welfare and even survival, 
makes settlement urgent; this is how, in practical terms, they 
reinforce the solidarity which their ritual symbolizes. 

The elaborate ritual of Tikopia known as ‘the work of the 
gods’ again illustrates how religion imposes the obligation of 
co-operation for the general welfare on sections of a society 
which are autonomous in the conduct of everyday affairs. 
Kach of the four Tikopia chiefs—in the days before their con- 
version to Christianity—was held to be ritually responsible for 
one of the principal foodstuffs. 

Accession rites in Africa illustrate the distribution of ritual 
responsibilities among the recognized divisions of the com- 
munity. The territory of the Shilluk of the Upper Nile is 
divided into eleven sections, each having at its head the head- 
man of the lineage which is dominant there. The Shilluk recog- 
nize a ‘divine king’, the reth, who through the ritual performed 
at his accession becomes the incarnation of the founder of the 
nation, the demi-god Nyikang. His kingdom is thought of as 
consisting of two halves with his capital in the middle, and the 
most dramatic element of the installation rites is a mock battle 
between them, fought on the banks of a watercourse that is 
supposed to mark the mid-point of the kingdom. In this battle 
the king’s army is defeated, but only by an army bearing the 
image of Nyikang, who thus conquers him before entering 
into him. Each of the hundred settlements into which Shilluk- 
land is divided, and each of the principal clans, is responsible 


1 ‘Ritual Festivals and Social Cohesion in the Hinterland of the Gold Coast’, 
American Anthropologist, 1936, p. 602. 


RELIGION AND SOCIETY 213 


for providing some specific object to be used in the ritual. 
Special ritual roles are played by the royal lineage, by those 
branches of it which have lost the right to provide a king, and 
by his hereditary bodyguard. 

Among the Alur of western Uganda the heads of the five 
senior clans go through the accession rites along with a new 
chief, and each of them has its peculiar ritual task. Men from 
one carry the new chief on their shoulders to visit his ancestor 
shrines; another clan rekindle the fires that were quenched on 
the death of the previous chief; and so on. A Ganda king’s 
accession rites included the taking of life, believed mystically 
to strengthen the new king and through him his people; and 
some clans had the responsibility of providing victims. But 
even these duties were a matter of pride, in that they em- 
phasized the status of the clans who were thus bound to the 
kingship. 

The annual confirmatory rite of the Swazi—the incwala, or 
first-fruits festival—is one of the most elaborate that we know 
of, and has been performed in quite recent years. It includes an 
enactment of the triumph of the king over his enemies, in 
which the political structure of the nation is clearly symbolized 
by the parts allotted to persons of different status. At the 
height of the ritual a division is made between the faithful 
subjects of the king, his agnates (who might become his rivals) 
and foreigners who do not owe allegiance to him; these two 
last categories are ordered away before the king appears in 
triumph, encircled by his army. 


Piacular rituals 


Piacular! rituals, Evans-Pritchard’s second category, are, 
he says, ‘performed in situations of danger . . . often thought 
of as being brought about by some fault’, and in them ‘ideas 
of propitiation and expiation are prominent.’? Since they are 
concerned with ‘the moral and physical welfare of the indi- 
vidual’ it is in them above all that one sees the connection 
between religion and morality. 

It has been asserted that in some primitive religions there 
is no such connection. This statement can mean that the gods 


1 This word was introduced into our literature by Durkheim. 
2 ‘The Meaning of Sacrifice among the Nuer’, Journal of the Royal Anthropo- 
logical Institute, 1954, p. 21. 
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are not good, as Euripides said about the gods of Greek reli- 
gion, that they do not set an example to men of obedience: to 
the moral rules that men accept. Certainly there are gods 
whose principal attribute is power, and some who are admired 
for having over-reached their adversaries. But it may be that 
in societies where the gods are seen in this light, it is not 
supposed that men should try to please the gods by imitating 
them. Religion may also be thought to be divorced from 
morality where its emphasis is on pleasing the gods by correct 
ritual rather than by right conduct. 

But it must be rare indeed to find a small-scale society in 
which men’s fortunes are not held to depend in some way on 
their moral conduct—in which, in other words, humanly un- 
controllable events are not supposed to be directed by personal- 
ized beings who share human ideas of justice. Where there is 
very little recognition of impersonal causation, men must 
believe that these beings are in principle on their side; other- 
wise life would be impossible. 

The beings to whom they appeal, in situations where they 
are helpless, must help them unless there is some reason why 
they do not deserve help, and though reasons are sometimes 
found in the inadequate performance of ritual, they are found 
at least as often in failures to respect social obligations. In 
other words, the universe is thought of as a moral order 
within which people are not punished unless they deserve 
to be. 

Piacular ritual, therefore, must be considered in the context 
of the possible explanations that may be offered when a person 
suffers misfortune, and particularly the misfortune that befalls 
everyone at some time, sickness. People who fall sick in 
societies where there is no scientific medicine may go to ‘doc- 
tors’ with knowledge of herbal remedies, but in the many cases 
that do not respond to these they turn from treatment of their 
bodies to examination of their consciences. They ask whom 
they have offended and to whom they must make reparation. 


Spirit-mediums and diviners 


For the answer they must go to someone who has access to 
the necessary information; that is to say, a person who can 
somehow make contact with beings outside the reach of 
ordinary faculties. Such persons are always specialists who 
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have learnt their profession. They are of two main types, 
which may be called spirit-mediums and diviners. As these 
terms are most commonly used, a spirit-medium purports to 
speak, in a condition of trance or dissociation, with the voice 
of some non-human being who knows the answers to people’s 
questions. A diviner, while remaining his normal self, mani- 
pulates objects which are supposed to give the answer without 
his intervention. 

In Africa practitioners of both these kinds are popularly 
called witch-doctors. The word is used in a classic on this 
subject, Evans-Pritchard’s Witchcraft among the Azande (1987). 
The name ‘witch-doctor’, simply because it includes the word 
‘witch’, is popularly supposed to imply something sinister, and 
its use is associated with the belief that the specialists to whom 
Africans go in trouble are themselves witches and are objects 
of terror. ‘The dreaded witch-doctor’ is a phrase to be found in 
many writings. Hence the word is better avoided by people 
who wish to avoid misconceptions. The role of spirit-medium 
or diviner is indispensable in the societies in which such people 
operate, and is thought of as a socially beneficent one. 

In the sense of the word used by classical scholars an oracle 
is an utterance, so that it should be the spirit medium who 
gives oracles. But most anthropologists use the word ‘oracle’ to 
describe the objects used in divination. There are innumerable 
such objects. One of the simplest is the Lugbara ‘rubbing- 
stick’. This is a ‘do-it-yourself’ oracle which anyone can use. 
While someone rubs a twist of grass against a millet stalk, the 
names of people, living or dead, who may have caused the 
sickness are spoken. When the grass sticks, this is held to 
indicate that the right name has been mentioned. This is only 
one of a number of methods of divination that Lugbara use; 
if they are doubtful about the answer it gives, or dissatisfied 
with it, they seek confirmation by trying a different one. The 
Ndembu of Zambia use more complicated methods. One, in 
principle typical of modes of divination in many places, is to 
put a number of objects in a basket and toss them in the air. 
The diviner reads the answer in the way they fall. 

Divination and mediumship cannot always be clearly dis- 
tinguished. Ndembu diviners, for example, although they 
operate by asking questions of the objects in the basket and 
not by going into trances, believe that their skill has been 
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conferred upon them by a spirit in the same way as that of 
spirit mediums. 

It is an interesting fact that the activities of dienien or 
spirit-medium are often taken up by people who are debarred 
from advancement in the secular field. In some societies they 
are professions for women. Among the Lugbara, where the 
position of lineage elder must be held by a son of the previous 
elder’s first wife, a son of a junior wife has no hope of ever 
attaining to it. He cannot succeed his half-brother, and he is 
too close to him to break away and head his own descent 
group. Such men may seek reputation as the manipulators of 
oracles; they succeed if their oracle gets a name for giving 
answers that satisfy the consultants. 

Spirit-mediums must have a special type of personality. 
They must be able readily to fall into a condition of dissocia- 
tion and speak as though with a voice entering them from 
outside; they commonly find their vocation after a period of 
disturbance which a psychiatrist would probably call a mental 
illness. This disturbed state is usually taken as a sign that a 
spirit wishes to enlist the person in his service. But it is of some 
significance that we do not often hear of persons who hold 
positions of authority being ‘possessed’ in this way. Perhaps 
such people may sometimes experience the same kind of dis- 
turbance, but it would be very inconvenient to interpret it in a 
manner which ascribed to them a role quite inconsistent with 
their existing one. 

Diviners do not claim, as western fortune-tellers do, to know 
all about their clients by occult means, so that it would be 
useless to try to discredit a diviner by showing that he could 
not do this. Of course a shrewd man will be able to impress 
strangers by drawing intelligent inferences from their appear- 
ance and behaviour, but this is a matter of professional manner 
rather than of diagnosis. The people who consult him usually 
offer him a fairly narrow range of possibilities from which his 
instrument ‘chooses’. Although Turner! says of the Ndembu 
that some diviners have been in danger of their lives after 
giving unpopular answers, this seems to be exceptional. Any 
answer is likely to be unpopular with someone, but it is often 
possible to try another diviner or another method if you 


1V. W. Turner, Ndembu Divination, Rhodes- -Livingstone Papers no. 31, 
1961, p. 14. 
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don’t like the first one. A wholly unexpected answer is un- 
known. 

The reason for this is obvious. When a man falls sick and 
cannot recover, he searches his conscience. He may find there 
a number of actions that could have offended spirits of different 
kinds; or he may find none, in which case he looks for an 
enemy who wishes him harm. But the system of ideas that 
links religion with morality is such that it would be meaning- 
less to look for the explanation of sickness in some cir- 
cumstance of which the victim and his neighbours were not 
aware. 

The basis of this system of ideas is the conviction that 
suffering should be deserved, that the beings on whose protec- 
tion man relies should not withdraw it without good cause. 
Good cause means, in general, what it would mean in the case 
of a human authority; breaking the rules which it is that 
person’s responsibility to maintain. This is one of the ways in 
which religion can be thought of as an extension of social 
relationships beyond the human sphere. 

In most African societies the spirits of the ancestors are 
believed to be concerned with the behaviour of their living 
descendants, and to visit with sickness those who disregard the 
obligations of kinship. Sometimes ancestors in different kin 
relationships (from the point of view of an individual) may be 
thought to be interested in different aspects of conduct. The 
dead are also thought sometimes to be angered by the forget- 
fulness of living persons who neglect to make offerings to them. 
‘Hunger has conquered us,’ the Lugbara ancestors are supposed 
to say, ‘our children give us nothing to eat.’ Once the offended 
ancestor has been identified, a sacrifice is made; this is the 
piacular rite, which should make peace so that the sufferer can 
be restored to health. Lugbara, in this respect rather excep- 
tional, do not make the sacrifice until they have seen the cure; 
they just ‘show’ a beast to the spirits, thereby earmarking it 
for sacrifice at the appropriate time. This is indeed treating 
gods like more inaccessible. humans. 

But what happens if no offended spirit can be identified or 
if, which is much more likely, the victim and his close kin 
refuse to accept his sickness as a merited punishment? People 
in general are aware that not all suffering is deserved. Some 
instances, therefore, must be due to evil influences and not to 
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good ones, to beings who are not chastizing the sufferer to 
teach him a lesson but simply seeking to do him harm. These 
beings are conceived as human; it is they who figure in the 
mythology of many peoples as witches.! This is why witchcraft 
must be considered as an element of religious belief and not as 
something separate from it. 


Witchcraft 


The first detailed study of witchcraft was made by Evans- 
Pritchard in 1926-30 among the Zande of the Sudan-Congo 
border. He found there a belief that has since proved to be 
very widespread in Africa. This is the notion that witchcraft 
is an actual substance present in some people’s bodies, which 
can operate even without their volition. If this were all, one 
would have to say that witchcraft was neutral, simply a way 
of personifying accident. But Zande believe that once a person 
finds he has this power—as he does when a diviner identifies 
him as the cause of someone’s illness—he soon begins to use it 
deliberately to harm people he does not like. 

People who imagine witchcraft in this way distinguish be- 
tween witches and sorcerers; the latter are believed to use 
material substances to harm their fellows, and men (or women) 
who claim the knowledge of such substances can generally be 
employed to use them on behalf of others. Where this distinc- 
tion is made it is usually supposed that sorcery can sometimes 
be justified—for example, in order to punish an unknown thief 
who, because he is not known, cannot be brought to justice. In 
the Trobriand Islands it was thought that the chiefs, whose 
prestige rested largely on their supposed powers of magic 
to control the weather, employed sorcerers to punish their 
enemies, and this was not regarded as wrong. 

Anthropologists have tried in their writing to follow the 
Zande distinction between witches, relying on their inherent 
powers, and sorcerers using ‘medicines’, as their materials are 
nearly always called in ethnographic literature, but there are 
societies to which it cannot be easily applied. Some peoples 
do not make a sharp distinction, but hold that there are 


1 Anthropologists do not make the distinction found in English folklore be- 
tween witches and warlocks (or wizards). The special kinds of sexual depravity 
associated with English (and Scots and American) witches in the seventeenth 
century are not ascribed to witches in the contemporary world. 
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different kinds of people using ‘medicines’, who in many 


respects can be distinguished as witches and sorcerers are. 
The fundamental reason for the belief in witches is far more 


important than the imaginary characteristics ascribed to them 
by particular people, interesting though these may be. It is the 
necessity of accounting for undeserved misfortune where it is 
not recognized that misfortune can come by chance. Evans- 
Pritchard in his analysis of Zande belief emphasized the fact 
that it is an entirely logical way of explaining events. Of course 
the Zande knows that if a tree falls on you the blow will kill 
you, but he still asks ‘Why should it have fallen on me?’ 

The answer must be, ‘It was your fault,’ or, ‘It was not your 
fault.’ Either the misfortune was brought on the victim by one 
of the supernatural guardians of the moral order, or it was 
caused by some force subversive of the moral order, the 
principle of evil. So there must always be, somewhere in the 
cosmogony, a force that is wholly evil, a personified being 
whose actions can never be justified. In the majority of 
African societies this is the witch, defined as the Zande define 
witches; but in some it is a person using medicines, whom the 
Zande, witha good many anthropologists, would call a sorcerer. 

Evans-Pritchard’s study of Zande witchcraft was concerned 
with it largely as a system of beliefs. He showed that on its 
own terms it was perfectly rational, supplying causal explana- 
tions of events that would otherwise have to be unexplained, 
and, along with the explanations, a practical recourse without 
which men would be helpless in situations of crisis. He showed 
how some aspect of the belief system could be invoked to 
account for any situation. He also discussed the question of 
the honesty of the diviners and the credulity of their clients. 
A feature of Zande, as of many other African, cultures is that | 
the specialists who are consulted in case of sickness purport to | 
remove from the patient’s body objects put in it by witches, 
and supposed to be the physical cause of the trouble. Obvi- 
ously they cannot do this unless they bring the objects with 
them, and this is enough in the eyes of many Europeans to 
brand them as charlatans exploiting a credulous population. 
One point to note here is that their function in providing an 
explanation of the sickness is far more important than this 
supposedly curative action. Even more significant is the reflec- 
tion that people cannot do without a recourse of some kind in 
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difficulties for which they know no technical solution. As 
Evans-Pritchard has shown, they may be sceptical about the 
genuineness of particular practitioners, but everyone believes 
there are genuine ones somewhere; in time of real trouble they 
could have no hope without this belief. 

In most societies where people believe in witches there is 
a rich store of ideas about what they look like and how they 
behave. The essence of the belief is that there is no empirical 
way of detecting a witch’s activities. Nevertheless there are 
many ideas about the nature of their invisible antics. What is 
important about these ideas is the symbolism through which 
they are expressed. This is always the symbolism of the anti- 
social. Night, when secret evil can be done, is the time for 
witchcraft, and night creatures are associated with witches, as 
are venomous creatures such as snakes. They are associated 
with deformity and with the wild country, the bush, outside 
the village area that man has civilized. They are pictured as 
performing acts that outrage the decencies, such as dancing 
naked, or excreting on the smooth ground in front of the home- 
stead. There is also generally an idea of the kind of human 
being who is likely to be a witch—a morose, unsociable, 
grumbling person, who eats alone but complains of not being 
offered food by others. 

In such beliefs are crystallized a society’s picture of all that 
it most abhors, and what it prizes is asserted by this assertion 
of the opposite. Ideas of the typical witch-personality form 
part of the system of social control; again, they provide an 
anti-image, an epitome of what those who deserve the esteem 
of their fellows should not be. Sometimes, as among the 
Nyakyusa, children are taught not to act in any way that may 
provoke resentment, lest they anger a witch. For it is a charac- 
teristic of witch beliefs that they can be used to justify any 
suspicion of witchcraft. Witches exercise their powers, as Iago 
did his more material ones, from ‘motiveless malignity’; all 
the same, if you provoke one it increases your risk of finding 
yourself a victim. Believers in witchcraft are not concerned 
that their ideas on the subject should form a logical whole, 
least of all at the time when they are applying the belief to 
concrete cases. 

The typical concrete case is that of sickness; other mis- 
fortunes are ascribed to witchcraft, but most attempts to 
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identify a witch are made when somebody is sick. It is signifi- 
cant that the generalized image of the witch is not then called 
in aid; nobody asks if a mysterious person accompanied by a 
cobra has been seen lurking around the victim’s homestead. If 
there are people with a reputation as witches, their names are 
not canvassed. People ask who has a grievance against the 
sick man. 

Accusations of witchcraft, then, are a way of pursuing 
quarrels, though it would be too much to say that they were 
deliberately used in this way. A number of anthropologists \, 
recently have paid special attention to the direction that 
accusations take, and have found that in any given society 
there is a characteristic context for such accusations. They are 
typically made between persons who, according to the rules 
of the society, should be on friendly terms, but who are in fact 
at odds. Situations of strain are brought to a head by accusa- 
tions of witchcraft, and sometimes such an accusation can be 
held, when nothing else would, to justify the termination of 
the relationship. 

A particularly interesting example is provided by the Lug- 
bara.! These people believe, as some others do, that the anger 
of humans at the wrongdoings of others can inspire the ances- 
tral ghosts to punish the wrongdoers. They believe too that the 
envy of humans at the success of others can bring harm to the 
envied; this is their conception of witchcraft. They use the 
same word (ole) for both these feelings. It is a duty of the elder 
of a lineage to invoke the intervention of ghosts against mem- 
bers of the lineage who transgress the rules of lineage amity 
and respect for seniors, and if one of his juniors falls sick he 
will claim to have done so. But as lineage elders grow old in 
years their authority inevitably grows less, and they find 
themselves constantly driven to invoke the ghosts. The time 
comes when a branch of the lineage wants to assert its auton- 
omy; the way to do this is to claim that the elder has no 
authority over it. If he causes sickness where he has no 
authority to do so, he is practising witchcraft. Thus the same 
action is or is not witchcraft according to the attitude of the 
people looking at it; it is those who are seeking to establish 
their own position as independent elders who make the accusa- 
tion of witchcraft. Where such ideas are current it would be 

1J. F. M. Middleton, Lugbara Religion, 1960. 
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impossible to think of witches as a separate class of people, 
and for the Lugbara the sorcerer, not the witch, is the type of 
evil. 

Among the matrilineal peoples of Zambia and Malawi, also, 
the fission of a descent group is commonly precipitated by an 
accusation of witchcraft against the headman. The Yao of 
Malawi and Ndembu of Zambia do not sharply distinguish 
sorcery from witchcraft; this would be hard to do where the 
person to be accused is one who up to that point has been the 
leader and cherisher of the village. These peoples do not have 
the elaborate ideology of the Lugbara. One simply observes 
with them that when a section of the small village community 
is anxious to secede, sickness among the members of that 
section is apt to be ascribed to the witchcraft of the headman. 
Anthropologists have noted that, in the ecological conditions 
of Central Africa, it is difficult for a community to find sub- 
sistence if it increases beyond a certain size, so that a time 
must come round periodically when a village is due for a split. 
But so strong is the conviction that the descent group ought to 
keep together that no section could move away just because it 
wanted to. Only the belief that they are victims of an un- 
pardonable wrong can justify the division. It is not suggested, 
however, that the witchcraft accusations are consciously 
fabricated to meet the occasion. 

Accusations of witchcraft against named persons are not 
equally common in all societies. In some they are the stock in 
trade of the chiefs’ courts; in others people ascribe their mis- 
fortunes to unknown witches, but hesitate to invite the enmity 
of a real man by an accusation. One must distinguish too be- 
tween formal accusations, made in cold blood and on the basis 
of divination, and name-calling in the heat of a quarrel. But 
even this latter kind of accusation, not perhaps seriously 
meant, may have its characteristic context. Lienhardt ob- 
served among the Dinka that the people who accused each - 
other in this way were usually in a competitive relationship 
with a third person, as co-wives are to their common husband, 
a relationship in which no rule establishes that one is superior, 
and so by definition in the right in a disputed matter, and in 
which there are favours to be distributed. 

Since witchcraft is conceived as the embodiment of evil, it 
is not surprising that attempts should sometimes be made to 
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rid a community of witches once and for all. Such attempts are 
occasionally institutionalized. The Nupe of Northern Nigeria, 
for example, had a cult association whose sole function was to 
detect and denounce witches. The masked dancers of the cult 
would visit a town or village where the women—the Nupe 
believed that all witches were women—would be assembled at 
the dancing place. The dance went on all day; every now and 
then the dancers would stop and swoop on a woman. The 
person so accused might pay a fine, but if she could not she 
was put to death. The possibilities for extortion by such an 
organization are obvious, and under British rule it was 
suppressed. But when the Nupe discussed the subject with 
Nadel ten or fifteen years later, they did not regard its dis- 
appearance as an unmixed gain; they felt uncomfortably that 
they had no protection against witches. 

Individuals offering such protection have appeared from 
time to time under colonial rule, and some writers have 
suggested that their appearance is a symptom of the increase 
in anxiety resulting from all the new problems that the attempt 
to modernize Africa has created for the unsophisticated. It is 
also argued that the proliferation of these witch-finding cults 
is a response to the specific anxiety created when colonial 
authorities refused to allow the courts to try people on charges 
of witchcraft. We cannot really be certain that no such move- 
ments ever arose before the colonial days, although they could 
never have spread over wide areas in the way that modern 
communications make possible. 

There is no denying that persons claiming to have means of 
detecting witches, and of either destroying or curing them, 
meet with immense success in Africa today. They have much 
in common with Christian revivalists, and their message to the 
witches to repent and thus escape the otherwise fatal conse- 
quences of their wickedness has no counterpart in the tradi- 
tional religions, in which one makes good a specific wrong done 
to man or deity by a specific act of atonement. The detec- 
tion of witches is often an element in the kind of religious 
movement that is called millenary, or occasionally chiliastic, 
according as you prefer the Latin or the Greek word for ‘a 
thousand’. 

15S. F. Nadel, Nupe Religion, 1954, pp. 194 ff. 
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Millenary cults 


This word links the breakaway Christian sects in Africa today, 
the cults that have appeared in so many parts of the South 
Pacific through the present century, and some older ones 
among North American Indians, to a long history that goes 
back to the Middle Ages. This is the history of Christians im- 
patient for the arrival of heaven on earth, who at different 
times persuaded themselves that its coming was imminent, 
and that only those who knew this and prepared appropriately 
for the event would be saved. The year 1000, as it approached, 
was thought by many people to be the date, and it was also be- 
lieved that the reign of God on earth would last for a thousand 
years—hence the description of such beliefs as millenary, which, 
as purists point out, is not a strictly accurate use of the word. 

The essence of these beliefs is that a perfect state of the 
world, free from any of the evils that are part of the human 
lot, is about to be brought into existence by some miraculous 
event. The event itself depends upon the performance of the 
appropriate rituals, and when it comes those who have per- 
formed them will enjoy the perfect world, while people who, 
by refusing to do so, have delayed its coming will be destroyed. 
Such beliefs are more likely to be found among the adherents 
of religions which look forward to a state of perfection in the 
future, as do Judaism, Christianity and Islam in their different 
ways. In most small-scale societies people see the Golden Age 
as a past state of affairs, lost through some action of man and 
never to be restored. But a few have the ‘millennial dream’. 
The Tupe-Guarani Indians of Brazil believe in the existence 
here and now of a ‘Land without Evil’, and some of them have 
embarked on long migrations in search of it. The people of 
Biak Island, off the north-west coast of New Guinea, also have 
a myth—apparently indigenous—promising the return of a 
hero who lived long ago, and with it the disappearance of 
sickness, death, old age and the need for hard work. Often the 
Golden Age is held to include the return to life of those who are 
already dead, and if people consider that oppression by those 
more powerful than they are is one of the evils from which they 
suffer, their ideal world is bound to be one without the 
oppressors. The myth is activated when a prophet appears 
with a message that the time is at hand. 
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When we are dealing with people who have no written 
records we cannot tell what circumstances can have prompted 
people to suppose the promise was on the point of being ful- 
filled. The cases that have come to the notice of anthropologists 
have all been in territories under colonial rule, and in them the 
destruction of the oppressors has bulked large in the dream. It 
has been argued too that the millenary movements of the 
Middle Ages arose among the dispossessed, and particularly 
among people who had no recognized secular means of assert- 
ing their claims and pursuing their interests. This is the argu- 
ment of Norman Cohn (not an anthropologist), who notes that 
many such movements drew their followers from the immi- 
grant workers in the new towns that were growing up from the 
eleventh to the thirteenth centuries in northern France, the 
Low Countries and along the Rhine.! It has been pointed out 
that some millenary movements have arisen among people 
who were neither poor nor oppressed. This shows that there 
may be more than one reason for people to feel impatient with 
the existing state of affairs, and powerless to alter it by secular 
means. It remains true that a sense of oppression has very 
often been an element in these movements. 

One of the most famous was the Ghost Dance of the Indians 
of the American North-west, so called because it looked to the 
return of the dead, and because the means of bringing this 
about was thought to be dancing for days on end in a manner 
prescribed by the prophet. The millennium envisaged here 
was a return to the state of affairs before the coming of the 
white man—an idealized state of affairs in which hunting was 
always successful, there was no quarrelling and no witchcraft. 
American anthropologists called this backward-looking move- 
ment ‘nativistic’, and for a time the word was used as a general 
term to describe all religious movements in which ‘natives’ 
made symbolic statements about the kind of world they would 
like to see. But the Ghost Dance seems to have been pretty 
well unique in its idealization of the past. Most contemporary 
millenary movements aim at getting a better share of the 
future—that is to say, of the products of machine technology. 
Most of them, too, seek to adapt Christian doctrine and ritual 
to their own aspirations. So they are often called ‘syncretistic’ 
—‘mixing together’. 

1N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium, 1957. 
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A type of movement that has attracted much attention 
from anthropologists is the ‘cargo cult’ which has appeared in 
so many forms in the South Pacific. The essence of the “cargo 
cult’ is the belief that when the millennium comes the ancestors 
will bring with them vast quantities of the imported goods to 
which all Europeans appear to have unlimited access, while 
they are out of reach of native cash incomes. Sometimes the 
leaders of a ‘cargo’ movement have attempted to set up their 
own political authorities; sometimes they have been content to 
believe that when the day comes the last shall be first, the 
world turned upside down, and black superior to white. 

African movements of this kind have been less fully studied 
by British anthropologists, though there is a good deal of 
literature on what have been called ‘prophet’ movements in 
the Congo area under both French and Belgian rule. In these 
movements, as in the Chilembwe rising in Nyasaland, political 
aspirations have been much more clearly expressed. The 
French sociologist Georges Balandier has described them as 
‘total reactions to the colonial situation’*—what might be 
called in English protest movements. Balandier holds that 
political protest takes this form at a time when there is no 
chance of successful rebellion, an argument which brings him 
close to the mediaevalist’s argument just mentioned. Cohn has 
remarked, however, that mediaeval millenary movements often 
appeared at a time when a secular revolt was actually going 
on. It is true of the movements observed during the colonial 
era that their leaders have often purported to put their trust 
in God alone, and to reject the use of force against their fellow 
men. Those in authority have not often believed them. Since 
they have usually believed that those in authority are evil, 
they have frequently resisted orders—for example, public 
health measures—and made it necessary for the authorities to 
take forcible action against them, and sometimes this has led 
to a direct confrontation of force. While these words were being 
written the press was reporting daily the numbers killed by the 
Lumpa sect of the prophetess Alice Lenshina in Zambia; it 
seems that they were not willing to wait for the act of God 
which would destroy the unbelievers. (It has also been reported 
that the unbelievers attacked them first.) 

If we say, with Beattie, that the essence of religion is the 

+ G. Balandier, Sociologie Actuelle de Afrique Noire, 1955, p. 485. 
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symbolic statement of strongly felt desires, we can see how 
these desires can sometimes reach a pitch of intensity beyond 
what orthodox, established religious systems provide for. 
Orthodox systems, as Durkheim pointed out, support the 
social order—by justifying it if not by ritualizing it. Heretical 
sects may come in time to be orthodox religions, but if they do 
they abandon their millenary ideals. 


Myth 


The myths of millenary religions have been mentioned in 
passing. This was an anticipation of the discussion of myth as 
an important element in religion. 

In ordinary usage the word myth may be used of any state- 
ment that the speaker supposes to be untrue. The statements 
that the anthropologist calls myths are certainly untrue. They 
describe events that a scientifically trained person knows 
could not have happened, and indeed events that the tellers 
of the myths do not expect to happen again; they belong to a 
distant ‘age of miracles’, when things were different. 

But what is important about myth in the context of religion, 
as Malinowski insisted, is not simply that it is a story of 
miraculous happenings. In his view it was a mistake to regard 
myth either as garbled history or as garbled science. The 
essence of myth, he declared, was as a charter. The myth is the 
story of the first doing of some act that is still repeated in 
ritual, or that validates some claim in social relations. It lays 
down ‘the effective precedent of a glorified past for repetitive 
actions in the present’.1 Stories of the coming of the first 
ancestor of a royal line, bringing with him the arts of civiliza- 
tion, of the miracles of the first ancestor of a ritual authority, 
or the first man to use a type of magic, are myths because they 
validate the claims of their descendants to exercise political or 
spiritual authority, or to have a monopoly in the practice of 
the magic. Myth is associated with ritual when the ritual re- 
enacts the happenings recounted in the myth. All the stories 
that tell how some object became the totem of a descent group 
are ‘charters’ for the ritual behaviour enjoined towards the 
totem object. 

In this theory, then, myth has little or no relation to cos- 
mology. It is not an attempt to explain the universe, or how 

1B. Malinowski, Sex, Culture and Myth, 1963, p. 251. 
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things came to be; it explains why what is done today is the 
right thing to do. Leach! develops this attitude further when 
he says it is absurd to ask questions about the statements 
made in myth as if they formed part of a body of theoretical 
knowledge that could be elaborated. A myth, he argues, is 
simply the verbal part of a ritual. If a Kachin tells you that 
the rite you are observing is a sacrifice to beings called nats, 
you accept that this is all there is to be said. You may gather 
from the ritual itself that some nats are more important than 
others, but it would be absurd to ask questions about the 
appearance and mode of life of nats, and Kachins could not 
answer such questions. 

Malinowski distinguished between myth, legend and fairy- 
tale. Legends, he said, were told and believed as if they were 
history, although the aim of the teller was usually to support 
the claims of some group to which he belonged; but they did 
not contain any element of the miraculous, nor were they 
regarded as sacred. Fairy-tales were full of miraculous happen- 
ings, but had no connection with ritual; they were pure 
entertainment, and nobody supposed that were true. Myth 
was ‘a statement of a higher and a more important truth, of a 
primeval reality, which is still regarded as the pattern and 
foundation of primitive life’.? 

Firth has remarked that the tales told in small-scale 
societies cannot always be clearly divided into types in this 
way. In Tikopia it is not always easy to separate sacred stories 
—myths—from profane ones. In a sacred story ‘the words, or 
the characters in the tale, or the act of telling in itself, are 
regarded as having some force or power or some meaningful 
virtue of their own.’* Some tales are clearly sacred, in that 
they are concerned with powerful spirits, and it is dangerous 
to tell them in any other than the correct way. But the same 
spirits occur in entertainment stories such as Malinowski 
would have called fairy-tales. 

But just as with the arguments about the way to distinguish 
religion from magic, there is little difficulty about recognizing 
what kind of story has most of the characteristics of myth. 
Sacredness and a close connection with ritual are character- 


1 Political Systems of Highland Burma, 1954, p. 14. 
2 Sex, Culture and Myth, p. 805. 
*R. W. Firth, History and Traditions of Tikopia, 1961, p. 8. 
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istics of myth, which in any given story may be combined with 
characteristics of legend or fairy-tale as Malinowski defined 
them. 

But some stories which most of us would call myths have 
no very close connection with ritual, and some have little con- 
nection with social structure either. For examples of myths 
unconnected with ritual one might go to the rich mythology 
of the Shilluk.1 Some of it does tell how the demi-god, Nyikang, 
was born and came to Shillukland, and this is closely associated 
with the political and ritual claims of the Shilluk king in whom 
he is believed to be incarnated, and with the ritual performed 
at anew king’s accession. But other stories are what Malinowski 
would have called legends; they tell how the Shilluk and their 
neighbours arrived in the countries where they live, and what 
adventures they met on their way. Attempts have been made 
to reconstruct from such sources the history of the migration 
of peoples in the upper Nile valley. But these tales, though 
they are not associated with or re-enacted in ritual, do provide 
a ‘charter’ for the whole status quo. They give, as the myth of 
Genesis does, the assurance that the world of experience is 
divinely ordered; they support the view of the world held by 
most peoples whose traditions do not record dramatic changes, 
that it has always been and should always remain as they 
know it. 

Malinowski rejected the view that myths were a kind of 
allegorical description of the world of nature—the sun, moon 
and stars, the movement of the seasons. Nobody now supposes 
that the personages of myth personify these entities and 
processes. But not all myths are charters for specific actions. 
They do answer questions. It has been said that science 
answers ‘how’ questions while it is left for religion to answer 
‘why’ questions. Most peoples have myths to answer the 
universal ‘why’ questions—why must we die, what has 
happened to the Land without Evil? Such myths tell how 
death came into the world, and how earth was separated from 
heaven, because somebody disobeyed a divine instruction, 
often a morally neutral command, and often disobeyed not 
through defiance but through mere carelessness. 

Since Malinowski’s day we are all agreed that myths are 


1R. G. Lienhardt, ‘The Shilluk of the Upper Nile’, in D. Forde ed., African 
Worlds, 1954. 


230 RELIGION AND SOCIETY 


much more than attempts to satisfy objective curiosity about 
the world of experience. But some anthropologists today 
would hold that they do have this aspect, and that it has been 
too readily ignored by those who lay the emphasis on the rela- 
tion between myth and social action. People do want the 
world to make sense, it is argued; they seek for unifying prin- 
ciples of some kind beneath the diversity of experience. It is 
not only sophisticated scientists who try to impose this kind 
of order on the world. R. F. Horton? has compared the reli- 
gious ideas of African societies with the ‘theoretical models’ of 
the western scientist. In making such a model the scientist 
uses some fact of common experience as an analogy for the 
process he is trying to explain. Horton points out that his 
model must be a system, a set of phenomena in an ordered 
relationship, since it is assumed that there is system in the 
phenomena he is using it to explain. Western scientists find 
their models among things; African cosmologists find theirs 
among people. Horton remarks that in societies that have 
changed little over long periods of time, and, he might have 
added, do not think they change at all, the relationships 
among people are readily taken as a model of an ordered 
system. He offers another explanation for the difficulty of dis- 
cussing with Kachins the characteristics of their nats.2 When, 
he says, people use the idea of a personified being as a model to 
explain the uncontrollable forces of nature, they need only 
ascribe to him such qualities of a man as are necessary for the 
analogy—human motives, and power like that of man, only 
greater. This is the reason why, as Leach remarks, the Kachins 
do not consider where nats live, though many other peoples 
might, or whether they have legs. 

This approach to the kind of cosmological thinking which 
both Frazer and Tylor would have called religious has much 
in common with the approach of Lévi-Strauss to totemism. In 
both contexts anthropology has first moved from explaining 
religious ideas purely as misguided speculations to explaining 
them as reflections of social reality, and then it has been argued 
that, in addition to its connection with the social order, reli- 
gious thinking has been the original form of speculation about 
the nature of the cosmos. But we must always remember the 


1 ‘Ritual Man in Africa’, Africa, 1964, pp. 85-108. 
2 See p. 228. 
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essential difference between religious and scientific thinking, 
that the religious model is ‘sacred’ and not to be questioned, 
while the scientist tests the appropriateness of his model to the 
facts that he observes, and changes it if it proves not to fit 
them. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


RELATED SUBJECTS I: 
SOCIAL CHANGE 


THE subject of social change falls into a different category 
from the topics so far discussed. Most of this book has been 
taken up with descriptions of the kind of institutions we 
should expect to find in societies of simple technology, and 
the assumption has been made that such institutions had been 
for some considerable time as they were found to be when 
anthropologists observed and described them. This is a reason- 
able assumption, since people living in small-scale societies 
usually see their own institutions as having ‘always been’ what 
their mythical first ancestor made them. Of course they can- 
not in fact have ‘always been’ the same, since human institu- 
tions must have come into existence gradually, but it is per- 
missible to suppose that they changed only very slowly over 
long periods of time. Twentieth-century anthropologists, look- 
ing back to the records of explorers of the eighteenth or earlier 
centuries, find, where these are specific enough to be useful, 
that they refer to institutions which still exist, or at least did 
so within living memory. One might say it is precisely because 
they have changed so little that the societies of simple tech- 
nology are still small in scale. 

The nineteenth-century anthropologists, as has been men- 
tioned, believed that these societies had already experienced 
dramatic changes in the unrecorded past, and it was in re- 
action against the tendency to interpret existing institutions 
as meaningless survivals of previous conditions for which we 
have no evidence that Malinowski insisted on looking at a cul- 
ture (as he called it) as a ‘going concern’ in which every usage 
has meaning here and now. This precept has indeed been fruit- 
ful in practice; and when anthropologists are given the oppor- 
tunity, they try to inculcate it in people who go to small-scale 
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societies with the aim of promoting various kinds of social 
change.? 

Malinowski’s functional theory was developed from the 
metaphor used by Spencer and Durkheim, comparing the place 
of institutions in the life of society with that of organs in the 
life of a body. It started from a position that all students of 
society today would accept—that for any social order to exist 
there must be certain institutions regulating the fundamental 
human relationships, and that though these may take very 
different forms, they fulfil the same functions everywhere. He 
also insisted on the close interconnection of the different in- 
stitutions, and the bearing of this on colonial policies aimed at 
the eradication of ‘uncivilized’ practices. It should be noted 
that when Malinowski wrote of social change he was always 
thinking of the changes that have been created by the ex- 
ternal pressure of colonial rule; he was rightly not interested 
in unsupported conjectures about the past, but he was almost 
equally uninterested in what historical evidence could tell us. 
He rightly pointed out that a change deliberately introduced 
at one point might have repercussions elsewhere which the 
framers of policy did not expect—though, he maintained, an 
adequate study of the society concerned would have taught 
them what to expect. A standard example of the unexpected 
repercussion was the prohibition of war expeditions in New 
Guinea. This made it unnecessary to build sea-going canoes, 
and therefore unnecessary to produce food to supply the 
canoe-builders; so people ceased to produce a surplus of food. 

We still urge welfare workers and community development 
agents to be aware of the vested interests that their schemes 
may injure and the readjustments, outside the technical field 
of the schemes themselves, that their adoption may necessi- 
tate. In doing this we are using Malinowski’s principle of the 
interdependence of institutions, though we do not go as far as 
he was apt to do, and argue that all attempts to improve the 
conditions of small-scale societies are liable to do more harm 
than good. This attitude was an expression of his own disgust 
with machine civilization rather than a logical consequence of 
his theory of society. 

It is true that when, as he sometimes did, he argued not only 
that all customs have significance for the people who practise 

1 See the following chapter. 
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them, but that their function was always indispensable to the 
society in which they were found, he was in effect maintaining 
that all social change must be for the worse, and it might seem 
to follow—though he never actually said so—that no institu- 
tion could ever have been changed by the action of the people 
to whose social system it belonged. 

Perhaps this is what has led a number of writers to assert 
that functionalist theories ‘cannot account for change’. But 
even if this is true of the exaggerations of Malinowski’s theory, 
it is not so of more sober functionalisms, or even of his own in 
its earlier stages. One can say that a certain outfit of institu- 
tions is indispensable to any society, and yet observe that 
particular institutions have disadvantages in particular situa- 
tions. One can think it important to understand why people 
value their own customs, and yet see that they might be better 
able to attain ends that they themselves desire if they modified 
or abandoned some of these customs. One can recognize with 
Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown that social order is maintained 
by the adverse reaction of a majority of people to actions that 
break the rules, and yet be aware that, as breaches grow more 
common, the adverse reaction becomes weaker. Students of 
society must recognize the strong conservative elements on 
which social order rests, but it does not follow that they them- 
selves must be always on the side of conservatism (they do 
however, recognize that revolutions are much less common 
than some might hope). 

It is the strength of twentieth-century anthropologists that 
their generalizations are based on direct observation of the 
processes of social interaction among the people they study— 
even though they may seek to extend these generalizations to 
fields outside the reach of direct observation and known only 
from historical records. Hence the kind of social change that 
they have studied has been the particular kind that is taking 
place at the present time, in the societies which continued to 
be small in scale until machine technology was brought to 
them from outside, in many cases imposed on them by colonial 
rule. As it happens, a good many theories of social change 
based on the experience of western societies have also concen- 
trated on the epoch of the industrial revolution. Both in the 
societies where the new techniques of that epoch were in- 


vented, and in those to which they were brought ready-made, 
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the changes that resulted were more rapid than any they had 
experienced in previous centuries. 

But for a long time the process was approached quite dif- 
ferently by the sociologists who studied western society and 
the anthropologists in the tropics. This was due to what was 
in a sense a historical accident: not the fact that the new tech- 
niques were brought to the latter from outside, for this is true 
equally of the rural populations who in western countries were 
drawn into the new urban industries, but that they were 
brought by outsiders of markedly different culture. This sug- 
gested that the result could be profitably studied in terms of 
the adoption of, or failure to adopt, elements—‘traits’—of the 
new culture, in just the same way that Boas and his followers 
in America had traced the diffusion of culture traits from one 
Indian tribe to another; and up to about 1940 the process of 
‘development’ of the small-scale societies was always called 
‘culture contact’. Theories were propounded about the aspects 
of culture that were more resistant, or less resistant, to change, 
and about the kind of relationships between the two cultures 
that were most likely to lead to ‘acculturation’. It will be 
noted that the entities referred to are collections of ways of 
behaving, not people. Is it really meaningful to talk of rela- 
tionships between such entities, or of their resisting anything? 

Malinowski, while retaining the notion of cultures in con- 
tact, rejected this approach for a number of reasons. He re- 
marked that one could not understand what was going on by 
picturing items ‘mechanically pitchforked like bundles of hay’ 
from one culture to another.! Insisting, as he always did, that 
the units to be studied were institutions and not just isolated 
objects or usages, he argued further that institutions in con- 
tact reacted upon one another and produced something dif- 
ferent from either, which could not be broken down into traits 
taken from one or other side. Certainly most British anthropo- 
logists found it more profitable to follow out the development 
of institutions than to pursue the diffusion of cultural traits, 
but we have found this theory of the mutual influence of 
institutions less helpful. As a matter of historical fact, the 
immense technical superiority of the machine cultures has 
enabled their possessors to impose their will on the small-scale 


} The metaphor actually comes from his pupil Fortes. See L. P. Mair ed., 
Methods of Study of Culture Contact, 19388, p. 62. 


SOCIAL CHANGE 237 


societies while themselves experiencing very little modifica- 
tion. Moreover, in some of the places where this has happened 
there has been very little actual confrontation of persons repre- 
senting different cultures. Malinowski built his theory on 
African countries with a European colonist population, but 
they are not the only ones to have experienced the changes set 
in motion by the industrial revolution. 

Fortes! brought the wind of common sense into the dis- 
cussion by remarking that it is people and not customs who 
react to contact. This statement can perhaps be taken to 
epitomize the movement away from the earlier focus on 
changes in customs, considered as independent entities, to 
interest in changes in social relationships. 

Although it does not mean very much to say that a func- 
tional theory of society ‘cannot account for change’, it is true 
that the emphasis of such a theory is apt to be placed on the 
dislocation that departures from established expectations may 
cause. The research sponsored between the two world wars by 
the Rockefeller Foundation and the International African 
Institute was concerned by its terms of reference with ‘the 
changing African’, but its results had more to say about those 
Africans who were disoriented in a rapidly changing world 
than about those who aspired to places in a new kind of 
society. 

The reasons for this were intelligible and on the whole re- 
spectable. Anthropologists observed that in certain institu- 
tions—notably marriage—old-established rules were widely 
disregarded but no generally accepted standards had taken 
their place; they observed that rural areas were denuded of 
their able-bodied young men, and that most of these were 
living in cities, as wage-earners, in conditions which they 
themselves disliked, and which people with the standards of 
western Europe in matters of social welfare felt bound to dis- 
like on their behalf. This was a situation impossible to describe 
in value-free terms. Anthropologists identifying themselves 
with the discontents of their African friends were driven to 
deplore it. But their studies were expected to be a guide to 
action; that was why governments and the Rockefeller Founda- 
tion supported the International African Institute. 

The action that suggested itself to many of them was to 
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oppose the further industrialization of Africa, which, they 
thought, benefited nobody except European capitalists; and 
also to oppose attempts to substitute for traditional African 
institutions—notably in the field of kinship and marriage— 
others that were thought to be morally superior. They thought, 
as do some indignant writers today, that European activities 
in African had done nothing but harm, and that the harm 
could be mitigated if these activities were kept to the mini- 
mum. Never at any time did one of them use sentimental 
arguments about ‘preserving the diversity of cultures’; the 
accusation that anthropologists ‘want to keep people in human 
zoos’ is a ludicrous calumny. 

The ideal of anthropologists at that time—as probably is the 
ideal, or the desire, of most of us—was a harmonious society, 
one not subject to the strain of unresolved conflicts. It is cer- 
tainly true that functionalist theory led them to suppose that 
such an ideal could be attained. The question then seemed to 
be whether the conflicts of interest within African societies, 
and between Africans and Europeans, could best be resolved 
by slowing down or speeding up the entry of Africa into the 
world economic system. Malinowski, who before he went to 
Africa had favoured a policy of non-interference, changed his 
position after he had seen the mining centres of South Africa 
and Rhodesia. Still writing in the context of ‘acculturation’, 
he now argued that ‘selective giving’ by the dominant Euro- 
peans was at least as significant as the ‘selective adoption’ of 
elements of culture by the African. He held that Europeans 
and Africans should recognize their ‘long-term identity of in- 
terests’. But this long-term common interest was little more 
than the maintenance of order; it was like the common interest 
in maximizing national income which is sometimes adduced 
as a reason against interrupting production by strikes. 

Godfrey and Monica Wilson, who worked in Northern 
Rhodesia and produced a book on social change in 1945,1 were 
also concerned with conflict and the means of its resolution. 
They used the word in a number of different senses. Sometimes 
it meant a direct and open conflict of interests, Africans de- 
manding higher wages than European employers were willing 
to pay, or admission to types of employment that Europeans 
wished to monopolize. Sometimes it meant the resentment of 

1G. and M. Wilson, Social Change, 1945. 
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Africans at the prohibition by Europeans of activities that 
they considered perfectly permissible, such as the brewing of 
beer or accusing others of witchcraft. Sometimes it meant com- 
petition for scarce resources, notably as a result of the aliena- 
tion of land to Europeans. 

The Wilsons, following Radcliffe-Brown, argued that social 
forces tended towards equilibrium, a word which actually 
meant little more than Radcliffe-Brown’s other favourite word 
‘euphoria’—a state of affairs with which most people are satis- 
fied. It is worth noting, however, that they invoked this theory 
to explain the process of social change that they observed 
taking place all over the world. Having been set in motion, 
they argued, this process must go on until a new equilibrium 
had been reached, and this, in effect, implied the entry of the 
peoples of the tropical world on equal terms into industrial 
society. 

Seldom can so slim a volume have attempted such ambitious 
heights. We owe to Godfrey and Monica Wilson the first 
elaboration of the theory that social change is a matter of the 
extension of the scale of social relationships. The scale of social 
relationships is itself a matter of techniques of communica- 
tion. The Wilsons offered a scheme for the analysis of all 
societies, and a comparison of the characteristics of typical 
small-scale and large-scale societies. But, concerned as they 
were mainly with the difficulties created for the small-scale 
societies they knew by partial incorporation in larger ones, 
they did not seek to trace out the process of extension of scale. 

The view advanced by Robert Redfield, that this progressive 
expansion of social relationships has been characteristic of 
world history, would now be accepted by most social anthropo- 
logists and a good many sociologists. It should of course be 
understood that there is nothing wrong with a theory of phases 
of development that rests upon known facts. As Radcliffe- 
Brown put it when discussing nineteenth-century reconstruc- 
tions of prehistoric societies, the objection to them is not that 
they are historical but that they are conjectural. We should, 
however, recognize it as a merit in the great Victorians that 
they did not think of social change as such as a problem calling 
for explanation. 

Redfield, in introducing the course of lectures which was 
published in 1953 with the title The Primitive World and its 
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Transformations, said, ‘History is here conceived as the story 
of a single career, that of the human race.’ His work is con- 
cerned primarily with moral ideas, but he introduces his theme 
by considering social relationships of increasing scale. The 
unit of smallest scale is the folk society, the face-to-face com- 
munity as others have called it, so small that every member 
of it can know all the others. Some anthropologists would in- 
clude among ‘folk’ societies those which do not use money, 
even though many of them are larger in scale than this; others 
might call these ‘tribal’ societies. When cities have come into 
being—a process which, in this book, Redfield takes for granted 
since his interest is in the extension of relationships of the folk 
society—this becomes a ‘peasant society‘, consisting of the 
‘peoples close at hand whose labours made the city possible’. 
Urban dwellers live on the surplus food produced by the 
peasants; the peasant society is linked to the town by the fact 
that it finds a market there and by the fact that it is subject 
to a political authority based there, but it maintains its own 
system of social relationships and moral norms. Later comes 
the stage when forces emanating from the towns directly 
affect the peasant society, drawing men away from it as wage- 
labourers, teaching its members reading and mechanical 
skills, making laws that alter social relationships. This process 
is by no means complete in Europe; it is the process on which 
anthropologists have concentrated in observing contemporary 
folk and peasant societies. 

One way of looking at social change is to ask what produces 
it. This is a theory of social change, and implies that we are 
asking why it should occur. Another is to trace a history of 
social change, in the sense of identifying characteristic com- 
mon trends in different parts of the world. Sociologists, casting 
their net wider than most anthropologists do, have sought 
answers to both these questions, but they have usually not 
begun the story far enough back to take in the folk societies. 
Max Weber’s conception of the history of social change as a 
process of increasing rationality, or the rejection of magical 
ideas as our understanding of the world increases, is one that 
many social anthropologists have found illuminating. 

Although it would be rash to say that no social change had 
ever taken place except in response to technical inventions, it 
is a tautology to make such a statement about the changes 
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that imply an extension of the scale of social relationships. It 
is the technical inventions that make the widening of scale 
both possible and, if they are to be used to the best advantage, 
necessary; and whatever other social changes may have hap- 
pened in the past and may be going on today, the conception of 
widening of scale is the most useful for the analysis of those 
that have attracted the attention of most anthropologists. 

Although many historians are not interested in the analysis 
of social relationships, they all take for granted that, as was 
said two thousand years ago, ‘times change’; and a historian 
confronting social anthropology for the first time might well 
ask what all the fuss was about. One answer that he might get 
would be that at one period in the history of anthropology it 
was supposed that the members of small-scale societies were 
so completely dominated by the weight of custom that they 
never departed from the norms of conduct to which they had 
been brought up. Another answer connected with this is that 
much work by social psychologists has been concerned with 
the conditioning of people’s behaviour by their upbringing; 
people who work on these lines need special theories to account 
for innovation. 

What is suggested as an alternative to theories of this type 
is that the forces making for change are present in all societies. 
This could be taken for granted if the theories of subservience 
to custom had not held such sway. Even the insistence of 
Durkheim and Radcliffe-Brown on the reaction of society to 
breaches of its rules may have influenced the climate of 
opinion, though they at least recognized that people do break 
the rules they have been taught. 

But the fact is that no society prescribes what must be done 
in all situations. There is always an area in which there is room 
for freedom of choice. In discussing economics we were con- 
cerned with choice in the allocation of resources. There are 
other fields of choice besides those that have conventionally 
been regarded as belonging to the economist. There is room for 
choice in making personal relationships other than those dic- 
tated by ascribed status. Men decide with whom they will ally 
themselves by marriage, possibly calculating on the advan- 
tages of a powerful ally, possibly weighing the advantages of a 
father-in-law who will accept a small instalment of the bride- 
wealth because he lives near and can keep an eye on you 
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against those of one who wants it all paid at once but is too 
far away to be constantly conscripting you for odd jobs. 
Turkana cattle owners choose whom they will link up with 
for co-operative herding. South Sea Islanders choose kula 
partners. Young men decide whether to live with their lineage, 
as they ought, or with other relatives who are likely to be more 
helpful to them. Others may prefer to leave their kin group 
altogether and offer their services to a chief. Recognized rela- 
tionships may involve someone in conflicting obligations, one 
of which will have to be evaded; as when a bond-friend and a 
kinsman press claims at the same time on limited resources. 
There are always people who choose to break the rules and 
take the consequences (or try to dodge them); also, there are 
always people for whom the approval that is earned by con- 
formity is the highest good. It is the choices made by those 
who rate other goods above conformity that lead to social 
change. 

New choices can be made when new opportunities are 
offered, and in the small-scale societies of today the new oppor- 
tunities have come from outside, with their entry into the 
world economic system. It is possible to trace out the resultant 
changes in each of the fields of social relationship that have 
been discussed in previous chapters. But before doing this it is 
worth mentioning the first attack by an anthropologist using 
his own ethnographic data on the theory that primitive socie- 
ties are always in a static condition. This is Leach’s study of 
the Kachins of the Burmese highlands.1 Kachin villages, 
though similar in culture, may be organized on different poli- 
tical principles. Some are completely autonomous, each under 
its own headman. Others pay tribute to chiefs, of whom their 
headmen are vassals. Such a chief is the headman of a village 
of his own. Sometimes vassal headmen reject the claims made 
on them; if they do they argue that they have ‘never been’ 
vassals. Sometimes a headman will successfully establish a 
claim to receive tribute. As in most societies, these claims are 
supported by myths, tales which purport to give them his- 
torical backing; but alternative myths support competing 
claims. As Leach interprets the records kept by British adminis- 
trators, the actual history of the Kachins has been one of con- 
stant flux, as headmen first built up their power and then 

1K. R. Leach, Political Systems of Highland Burma, 1954. 
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found they could not maintain it. But it should be noted that 
even here an external influence was at work. The neighbour- 
ing Shan princes, who themselves claimed tribute from the 
Kachins, provided the example for ambitious Kachins to 
emulate. 

In the discussion of non-literate, non-monetary societies we 
have seen already how, as centralized political power is built 
up, a new organizing principle complements and gradually re- 
places that of kinship. Kinship continues to be the basis of 
claims to property, but people now turn to an authority out- 
side the kin group to defend their claims; and, as has just been 
mentioned, they can look to the favour of political superiors as 
well as, or in preference to, affines in seeking to build up their 
fortunes. When they enter the field of large-scale commerce, 
they come to depend economically on relationships outside the 
kin group. If they are farmers they may still seek to keep their 
sons with them as a working team; but the new significant re- 
lationship will be that with the buyer of the crop. If they enter 
the commercial world as labourers, they form a relationship 
with an employer, and at the same time become part of a quite 
new social group, the employees of that particular business, 
with its sub-divisions into workers at particular grades and 
possibly its wider extension into a trade union. Here kinship 
and family are of no significance at all, and wage employment 
often separates the worker physically from his family if he has 
to go to a town at a distance from his home. New institutions 
arise to undertake activities that used to be left to the ex- 
tended family. Schools undertake the teaching of a new tech- 
nical skill indispensable in the new society—for this is what 
writing is; only after it is taken for granted can one begin to 
ask whether education should be ‘general’ or ‘technical’. Hos- 
pitals take the responsibility for the sick that used to be the 
business of the family head seeking advice from the diviner. 

Thus people become more independent of kinship ties and 
readier to disregard these where they are irksome. Anthropo- 
logists have often noticed how in non-monetary societies the 
desire to have fuller control of one’s share of the lineage patri- 
mony conflicts with the ideal that lineage unity should be 
maintained through the generations. A strong incentive to seek 
independence is inequality in fortune. Inequalities may de- 
velop even among cattle people living at a very low material 
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standard; one man’s cattle find good pasture and are able to 
resist a disease that decimates another’s; one man is raided, 
another has more daughters than sons and builds up his stock 
from the bridewealth he receives. The fortunate ones do not 
readily recognize the obligation to share outside a very narrow 
circle. 

These are reasons why the nuclear family should supersede 
the extended family as the basic kin group. Quite often lineage 
organization disappears altogether, and, in so far as people 
choose to live near their kin, these may be any kin. When 
there is no longer any lineage patrimony, lineage membership 
has no significance. Along with the disappearance of the lin- 
eage there often goes a loss of interest in the formalities of mar- 
riage which were necessary to establish lineage membership. 
This has sometimes been interpreted as a rejection of sexual 
restraints and of family responsibility in general. But this is 
to assume that couples who do not go through marriage rites 
must all be engaged in casual liaisons, which is by no means 
the case. The Ngoni of Zambia, for example, have a word for 
what they call a ‘poorly fixed marriage’, a union set up with- 
out formalities that they do not think will last. But if it does 
last, as often happens, then people stop saying it is ‘poorly 
fixed’ and just call it a marriage. In the West Indies a high per- 
centage of children are illegitimate in the sense that their 
parents were not married when they were born. But a study in 
British Guiana showed that most children grew up in families, 
in the sense that at the time when their mother was occupied 
in caring for them she was able to depend on a man for their 
subsistence (not always their father). 

This leads one to ask what is the significance of legal father- 
hood established by marriage. The answer that has seemed to 
follow from recent studies is that the legal bond is not impor- 
tant as a guarantee of the economic support of the mother and 
her children; on the one hand, the laws of some countries 
require a father to maintain his children even though he is not 
married to their mother, and on the other, an unmarried 
couple may often live as a domestic family. The crucial ques- 
tion is whether the status of the children depends upon their 
legal relationship to their father. This is so where the social 
structure is based on patrilineal descent; and it is so in com- 
plex highly stratified sccieties where a child grows up in the 
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social class of its father and he, if he rises to a higher one, 
will take his own children with him. In the Caribbean, and in 
some South African cities, there is no lineage system, and for 
the class of unskilled labourers there is little hope of social 
mobility. For them, therefore, the legal aspects of marriage 
are of little significance. 

Wage-earning and commercial production of cash-crops 
have the same kind of effects on lineage obligations. Both, by 
offering outside sources of income, create inequalities among 
people who by tradition are sharers in a common patrimony. 
In India, the principle of the joint family system is that 
brothers work together on their father’s land, pooling the pro- 
duce, which the father administers for the common benefit of 
the group. A system of this kind cannot work without some 
friction at the best of times. Fathers may be accused of 
favouritism, brothers of shirking their fair share of work; one 
component household may think it has a claim for special 
consideration that others will not accept. When some of the 
members begin to earn incomes from wages, as happens more 
often in Indian than in African villages, they are most unwill- 
ing to contribute these to the common stock, and they assert 
their independence by demanding an early division of the 
joint estate. 

The introduction of cash-crops in Africa has similarly led 
to the assertion by individuals of independent control of their 
share of lineage resources. The most significant consequence 
here has been a change in attitudes towards lineage control of 
land. Land has a cash value where it can be a source of cash 
income, and people who see the advantage to be gained by 
leasing or selling it become impatient of traditional obligations 
to consult their fellow right-holders before disposing of it. 
Usually some people begin to deal in land while others still 
cherish the ideal that lineage land should never pass out of 
lineage hands, 

As economic activities become commercialized people form 
direct relationships outside the small-scale society, relation- 
ships of buyer and seller. The significant changes occur when 
the resources of the small-scale society become commodities in 
demand in the wider world. They may be supplied by indepen- 
dent villagers, as is cocoa in Ghana or rice in Malaya; or pro- 
duction may be organized in plantations drawing their labour 
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force from a distance. If the resources to be developed are 
minerals, production must be organized on a large scale: for 
technical reasons. 

Wage labour on plantations and mines draws people into 
new communities in which they are separated from their close 
kin and regrouped partly by choice and partly by the action of 
superior authority. Mine managers and township officials tell 
men where they are to live and with whom they are to form 
work gangs. They also build up new associations of their own. 
At work they form trade unions; in leisure activities one finds 
organizations of the people living in a single street, as well as 
associations of people with some common background other 
than that of place of origin, notably ‘Old Boys’ of the few 
secondary schools. Studies made on the African Copper Belt 
show how people align themselves for some purposes in accord- 
ance with their new interests, for others in accordance with 
older loyalties. Protests against the policies of employers or 
urban authorities are made by associations representing all 
those whom they affect; but within such bodies there may be 
rivalry between people of different ethnic backgrounds, and 
the choice of representatives may well be thought of as a con- 
test between tribes. One of the leisure-time amusements is to 
watch dancing teams who sing songs praising their own tribe 
and ridiculing others. 

It is in connection with urban populations that the term 
‘detribalization’ became popular in discussions about Africa. 
It referred to the removal of the urban dweller from his home 
environment, with the assumption that the move released him 
from all the restraints on conduct among which he had grown 
up. This assumption was characteristic of rather naive and 
not altogether unbiased observers. Some of these were people 
opposed to any influence that led Africans to reject the domi- 
nation of Europeans, including education among those in- 
fluences. Many were idealists of the kind who all through 
recorded history have praised the simple virtues of the country- 
side and deplored the corruption of the city. If they had been 
more fully aware that there are problems of social and moral 
welfare for new immigrants to cities in all parts of the world, 
they would not have sought an explanation for them in 
‘detribalization’. 

However, there is still a question whether the word can be 
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held to describe a process, as distinct from making a moral 
judgment on a state of affairs. It could refer to the abandon- 
ment of village rules of conduct and usages, without the im- 
plication that this implied the abandonment of all rules. Obvi- 
ously some village ways have to be abandoned in the city—the 
leisurely time-table set by the sun, for example. Others, such 
as the gathering of friends to drink beer, are sometimes for- 
bidden. Others are deliberately rejected, as when Africans on 
the Copper Belt resented the idea that law cases should be 
judged by elders brought in from the villages where it was held 
that tribal law was better known. But does this mean that 
these rules have been rejected for ever? Is this a process of 
‘acculturation’, the substitution of new ‘culture traits’ for 
traditional ones? 

Gluckman, rejecting both this interpretation and Malinow- 
ski’s picture of the appearance of hybrid institutions, has 
argued that people’s behaviour is a response to the situation in 
which they find themselves. If the immigrant worker learns, as 
he must, to follow city ways, this is a matter of choosing the 
behaviour that the situation demands; at home in the village 
he will choose differently, though no doubt he will never be- 
have exactly as he would if he had never left it. 

It has been remarked also that people may deliberately 
seek to maintain village standards, as far as may be, when 
they are in the cities. This entails associating exclusively 
with others from the common village background, and it is 
perhaps only possible for people who are able fairly often to go 
back to the village. In these circumstances the sanctions of 
adverse comment on departures from village norms are at a 
maximum. This is the situation of some Xhosa in the South 
African city of East London, which draws most of its workers 
from a rural hinterland close at hand. 

The extension of political relationships is one of the most 
striking social changes of the present century. Small political 
units, of the kind described earlier in this book, were brought 
under the rule of colonial powers which needed to control wide 
areas in order to have security for economic development; and 
the end of colonial rule has not restored their autonomy. On 
the contrary, the units created by the colonial powers have 
become independent, each under a single government with a 
civil service organization established by the former rulers and 
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a constitution based on that of some older nation. They find 
themselves, then, with a political structure consisting of offices 
which must be filled, and a set of rules laying down the way 
to fill them and the limits of the power that they confer. The 
colonial power withdraws, and the hoisting of the national 
flag is like the blowing of the whistle to begin the new game. 
The game is played in some respects differently from that on 
which it purports to be modelled; in particular it has quickly 
diverged from the kind which is thought in the West to be 
typical of parliamentary democracy. 

Some anthropologists have sought to explain this by refer- 
ring to the traditional values of the peoples concerned. They 
observe that the political systems of small-scale societies donot 
usually make provision for recurrent contests for leadership, 
still less for the organization of groups expressly dedicated to 
the aim of wresting power from those who hold it. English 
writers have remarked that the languages spoken in their 
former colonies contain no word for ‘opposition’ other than 
that for ‘enemy’. (It should not be a matter for surprise that 
they cannot directly translate ‘opposition’ in its parliamentary 
sense when the other great English-speaking democracy, the 
United States, does not use the word.) It is certainly true that 
the political systems of the newly independent states are unlike 
anything of which their own past history can show examples. 
But it would be a mistake to assume that they are trying to 
find their way through the game by looking to the past for 
examples, even though they may sometimes say they are. 

The interpretation suggested here is one which would lay 
the emphasis on the new relationships in which the new poli- 
ticians find themselves. These are relationships for which rules 
have not yet crystallized. Social rules are a matter of the 
expectations attached to roles, and in these new political sys- 
tems people in general have hardly made up their minds what 
to expect. Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether many of them 
expect ministers and civil servants to behave like old-fashioned 
chiefs and their retainers; or whether members of the National 
Assembly of Tanzania really see themselves as reproducing 
the conclave of the village elders under a tree with which, it is 
true, Dr. Nyerere has compared them. 

Rather, they have set themselves aims that imply the de- 
liberate adoption of new ways of conducting the business of 
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the community. They are as well aware as any outside observer 
that the relationships of ruler and ruled are not those of the old 
days. When they condemn ‘tribalism’ they mean precisely 
those relationships of allegiance to a descendant of the first 
ancestor, his authority sanctioned by religious belief, which 
now divide the peoples that they lead. The authority they 
exercise is legitimized by the popular acclaim that elections 
have come to symbolize. Certainly it is often maintained by 
methods that the west considers undemocratic, but these 
methods are not rooted in tribal tradition. In many cases they 
have been learnt, or simply taken over, from colonial régimes. 
They are commonly justified by the need to move rapidly 
away from the traditional past. 

One can see some negative reasons why it has proved diffi- 
cult to play the democratic game as idealists in the West 
hoped it would be played. One can say that there is no tradi- 
tion requiring the peaceful resolution of struggles for power, 
precisely because the contenders for power belong to units 
which have no tradition of peaceful co-operation. But one can- 
not stop there. One must ask where such traditions have come 
from in the societies that cherish them. The most satisfying 
answers have come from historians, political theorists and 
sociologists rather than from anthropologists. They have to be 
sought by asking what the large-scale societies have got that 
is not characteristic of the small-scale ones, not by starting 
from the small-scale ones with the assumption that their past 
must determine their future. The question what leads govern- 
ments to accept restraints on the exercise of their power is 
simply not one to be answered from the small-scale societies 
alone, even though, when we examine their own political sys- 
tems, we can inquire what restraints are built into them. We 
can assume that nobody who holds power gladly relinquishes 
or refrains from exercising it. Then we have to ask how ex- 
pectations have been built up that make it possible for the 
subjects of governments to demand ‘human rights and funda- 
mental freedoms’, and what social pressures operate in sup- 
port of these expectations. 

Some illuminating answers have been given by the Ameri- 
can sociologist E. A. Shils.1 He points out that in the new 


1 ‘Political Development in the New States’, in Comparative Studies in 
Society and History, Vol. I, pp. 265-92, 379-411. 


250 RELATED SUBJECTS I 


states the ruling élite consists of the people who have chosen 
to reject traditional values and seek deliberately to modernize 
their society, but the majority of the population have not yet 
entered into many of the relationships characteristic of the in- 
dustrialized world; this is even truer perhaps of India than of 
the new African states. This majority may entertain the tradi- 
tional expectations of the role of ruler, but the new rulers 
are not interested in satisfying these. The people who are 
acquainted with the theory of democracy are so few that they 
are either in the government or in exile; in other words, those 
who wish to offer critical opposition are too few to insist on 
being heard. 

It is too much to ask the rulers to play a role that limits their 
freedom of action when that role is not well defined in the 
public mind. The kind of discussion that would define it is one 
that too few people in the new states are equipped to carry on. 
Authority is kept within bounds not by definitions in legal 
instruments, but by the readiness of the subjects to protest 
when the bounds are overstepped. In the old small-scale states 
tradition provided various means short of rebellion, but these 
entailed the manipulation of relationships between ruler and 
subject that do not exist in the new ones. 

A modern-style democratic state needs sources of active and 
informed criticism—organized interest groups, a well informed 
press, universities where the pursuit of knowledge is seen as an 
affair of questioning received ideas. When a nation has all 
these, the demand for free discussion is widely enough diffused 
for attacks on it at any one point to be resented from the 
others; if it has not, the sources of inconvenient criticism can 
be silenced one by one. 

This discussion brings one back to the fact that all members 
of a society are not equally ready to seize new opportunities, 
particularly when to do so entails as great a departure from 
the mode of life they are used to as it does in many of the 
developing countries today. Some of them, indeed, are de- 
barred from doing so, because the valued roles of the ‘modern 
sector’ cannot be attained without a considerable amount of 
school education. These people may well be distressed by the 
dislocation that is produced by the changes going on around 
them and feel that the old ways were better. But the anthropo- 
logists of today no longer consider that their main interest 
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should be in a sympathetic attitude towards these discontents. 
Rather they try to trace out the process of change with an 
equal interest in the aspirations of those who welcome it. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


The earliest book by a British anthropologist to be focused on 
social change is M. Hunter, Reaction to Conquest (1936), on the 
Pondo of South Africa. A collection of essays by pupils of Malinow- 
ski, Methods of Study of Culture Contact, ed. L. P. Mair (1938), is 
valuable today perhaps more for the information it gives on what 
was going on in particular places than for the ideas offered on 
method; the long introductory essay by Malinowski is the first ex- 
position of his own views on the subject. H. Kuper’s study of the 
Swazi was published in two parts, one describing the traditional 
political system and the second, The Uniform of Colour (1947), dis- 
cussing the fate of Swazi reduced to depend on the wages earned 
by unskilled labour; the title indicates that in the eyes of their 
white employers they form an undifferentiated mass. J. A. Barnes’ 
material on the Ngoni of Zambia and Malawi is presented in the 
form of two studies of the evolution of different institutions, 
Marriage in a Changing Society (1951) and Politics in a Changing 
Society (1954). A comparable study from the same part of the 
world is A. I. Richards, Bemba Marriage and Modern Economic 
Conditions (1940). From another part of the world comes, more 
recently, a set of essays by educated women in South-East Asia 
on the way they view their changing status, with an interesting 
introduction by a woman anthropologist who has unorthodox 
views on the concepts ‘status’ and ‘role’ (B. E. Ward, ed., Women 
in the New Asia, 1963). M. Freedman, Chinese Family and Mar- 
riage in Singapore (1957), is an anthropologist’s study from this 
area. 

The work done by anthropologists among recent immigrants to 
cities is in its nature concerned with social change. In Africa the 
most interesting studies have been made in the great industrial 
concentrations of the centre and south. A. L. Epstein, Politics in 
an Urban African Community (1958), discusses the movement of 
urban Africans away from reliance on tribal leadership to member- 
ship of associations representing the interests of all Africans vis-a- 
vis Europeans. J. C. Mitchell, The Kalela Dance (1956), shows 
with data from the same area:in, what circumstances the solidarity 
of townsmen from the same home area outweighs their feeling of 
common interest as Africans. 

A series of studies made in the South African city of East London 
show how strong conservative forces can be among men who 
spend the greater part of their working life in the urban en- 
vironment. These are P. Mayer, Townsmen or Tribesmen (1961), 
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R. Reader, The Black Man’s Portion (1961), and B. Pauw, The 
Third Generation (1963). 

Studies made by anthropologists revisiting areas where they 
have worked themselves and seeking to measure the sum total of 
change include R. W. Firth, Social Change in Tikopia (1959), 
M. Mead, New Lives for Old (1953), a sequel to her Growing Up in 
New Guinea, R. Redfield, A Village that Chose Progress (1945), and 
O. Lewis, Life in a Mexican Village (1951). 

F. G. Bailey’s work in India has been directed entirely to the 
nature of the changes in caste relationships and village structure 
that have been produced, first by the penetration of India by world 
commerce, and more recently by the introduction of representative 
government. His three books, Caste and the Economic Frontier 
(1959), Tribe, Caste and Nation (1960) and Politics and Social 
Change (1963) are all worth the attention of students. Another 
most interesting book on India is T. S. Epstein’s Economic and 
Social Change in South India (1962), contrasting the process of 
economic development in two villages, one of which was included 
in an irrigation system while the other was left just outside it. 

P. Stirling, Turkish Village (1964), describes the realities of 
village life in a country which the government has sought to 
modernize by revolution. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


RELATED SUBJECTS II: 
APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY 


SocraAL change and applied anthropology are two sides of a 
penny. Anthropologists first became interested in social change 
as a problem that needed to be solved; in Britain very few of 
them have thought of it as a subject for explanatory gener- 
alizations. The preceding chapter suggested that it is not really 
a phenomenon requiring this kind of explanation, and that the 
pursuit of advantage by the exercise of choice, which is open 
to the members of all societies, will lead to change when there 
are opportunities to pursue new kinds of advantage by enter- 
ing into new relationships. 

The attention of anthropologists was directed towards par- 
ticular social changes in particular places because they were a 
matter of concern to people with work to do in these places. 
At the end of the First World War, as at the end of the Second, 
people with humanitarian ideals sought to make their voice 
heard in the creation of institutions such as the League of 
Nations. One of the objects of their concern was the condition 
of peoples subject to colonial rule. At that time there was no 
move to bring this rule to an end, such as has characterized 
the years since 1945; its continuance was taken for granted, 
but the idealists sought to ensure that it should be so con- 
ducted as to benefit the peoples subject to it. Such ideals were 
responsible for the assertion made in the Covenant of the 
League of Nations that the ‘well-being and development’ of 
‘peoples not yet able to stand by themselves’ formed a ‘sacred 
trust of civilization’. 

A good many people thought ‘development’ meant prim- 
arily the inculcation of values vaguely associated with western 
civilization (without recognizing very clearly that values vary 
from one nation to another). But the feeling was also growing 
that all developments directed to this end had not been 
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improvements, and that the peoples subject to colonial rule 
cherished their own traditions and resented having them 
treated with contempt; and also that the rules governing the 
everyday relationships of kinship and family could not be 
altered by a stroke of the pen or even by any number of 
prosecutions in courts of law. Much earlier in South Africa, 
where European rule had been longest in force, attempts to 
abolish bridewealth payments—described as ‘the sin of buying 
wives’—had had to be given up. In 1927 the missionary Edwin 
Smith published his famous book The Golden Stool, in which he 
showed how monstrously a British governor had failed to 
understand the significance of that most precious emblem of 
the Ashanti nation, and applied the moral to a more general 
argument that colonial administrators should be prepared to 
treat with respect the traditions of the peoples subject to 
them. The general climate of opinion had moved away from 
the idea that the ‘civilizing mission’ of colonial rulers was to 
westernize their subjects at all costs, and in the direction of 
the preservation of what was indigenous—always ‘purged of 
abuses’; what the abuses were, those who controlled policy of 
course were to judge. Missionaries began to allow their con- 
verts to pay bridewealth, educationists to value traditional art, 
music and dancing. In the field of politics this was the heyday 
of the theory that ‘natural rulers’ should be recognized, en- 
trusted with administrative authority and expected to use 
their influence on the side of improvement policies in such 
fields as public health, soil conservation, or the control of plant 
pests. 

Gradual improvement through the adaptation of indigenous 
institutions was the order of the day. People who made this 
their aim naturally wanted to know what the social systems 
and cultures they were dealing with were like. Missionaries and 
government servants in training began to be given courses in 
anthropology—not very exhaustive ones. At the same time 
the new school of anthropologists who had been taught by 
Malinowski began to offer their services in the world of affairs, 
and Malinowski himself began writing about ‘practical’ 
or, as people might now prefer to call it, ‘applied anthrop- 
ology’. 

A science is applied when you use its principles to manipu- 
late something, and if the science is social anthropology the 
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material manipulated must be society. This idea is abhorrent 
to some, but their protests could be answered by saying that 
all acts of public policy are essays in such manipulation. 

Anthropologists, flushed with the enthusiasm that Malinow- 
ski’s teaching gave them, offered, in a general way, to solve 
problems in which a knowledge of the nature of the simpler 
societies was of importance. But there was not the same com- 
munity of aim between them and their potential employers 
that is characteristic of most applied science; nor, as it soon 
proved, was there as good a guarantee of results. 

An architect or an engineer, given a job to do, makes the 
necessary calculations and gets on with it; his end is chosen for 
him by the body that engages him. The end which society 
imposes on a physician is the improvement of health and 
preservation of life. Neither has to argue, except within very 
narrow limits. The anthropologists’ position was different. 
Most of them were involved in argument from the start, since 
they sought to tell the ‘practical man’—administrator or 
missionary—what he ought to want before they would begin 
telling him how to get it. 

Administrators and missionaries and technicians, however, 
being men with very specific aims and often profoundly dedi- 
cated to these aims, were not in general willing to be told. 
Each had a clear idea of the direction in which he wanted some 
small-scale society to move, and all he wanted from the 
anthropologists was to make his task easier by filling gaps in 
information of which he was aware. There is a story of an 
anthropologist—and not so long ago either—who offered to 
make inquiries about matters that might interest the District 
Commissioner, and was asked, ‘Where do they hide the cattle 
that they steal?’ 

Malinowski’s advice to those in authority, as was mentioned 
in the previous chapter, was to refrain from interference as far 
as possible, and he was prepared to offer a justification for any 
usage that was forbidden as ‘repugnant to humanity and 
natural justice’. This latter attitude I would still commend as 
preferable to the ready assumption that unfamiliar usages are 
necessarily inferior to those one knows; it is a counter to what 
used to be called ethnocentric judgments and what is now 
called racial arrogance, and it carries no implication that any- 
one wants to preserve people in zoos. But the advice to refrain 
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from interference was simply a non-starter in the world of the 
‘practical man’. 

Hence the practical value, or application, of anthropology 
between the wars was pretty well confined to giving informa- 
tion about customs which those in authority were already 
willing to recognize; in effect this meant mainly the law en- 
forced by native courts, and the nature of claims to authority 
where it was official policy to recognize such authority. In 
solving ‘problems’, in the sense of dealing with situations that 
somebody finds unsatisfactory, anthropologists were much less 
successful, especially if they diagnosed the trouble in a manner 
that the ‘practical man’ would not accept. An example was the 
anthropologist’s recommendation that, since most African 
peoples believe in witchcraft, and without this belief would not 
be able to explain to their satisfaction why people suffer un- 
deserved misfortunes, colonial law should not make it an 
offence to accuse somebody of witchcraft. Anthropologists 
found that many Africans supposed witches were on the in- 
crease because the government would not allow them to be 
punished. But it is easy to see that the government’s legal 
staff, entrusted with the duty of imposing a civilized code of 
penal law, were not likely to include witchcraft, which they 
themselves knew to be imaginary, in their list of crimes. 

Some anthropologists in the thirties felt that they were not 
worth their salt unless they could at least offer solutions to 
problems of which administrators were aware—for example 
the over-stocking of grazing grounds with cattle which were 
valued for numbers rather than quality. Most of us found that 
giving a sympathetic explanation of the herdsmen’s attitude 
towards their cattle was the best we could do. An amateur 
anthropologist, approaching the situation with the explicit 
statement that anthropology was no use unless it could solve 
problems, proposed that Africans in Kenya who sold their 
cattle should be given—in addition to the price—a coin 
stamped with the figure of a cow, which they could then use in 
bridewealth transactions. The professional could only give 
reasons why the coins were not likely to be accepted as a re- 
placement for the cattle, and this, we felt uncomfortably, laid 
him open to accusations of defeatism. 

But, as we came to realize that we could not produce simple 
recipes, most of us found ourselves admitting that anthropo- 
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logists had not discovered a philosopher’s stone. Debate went 
on, however, not only about what anthropologists could offer 
to policy-makers, a question which was enough for the more 
modest, but also about the claims we were entitled to make, 
which in some cases were still quite far-reaching. At this stage 
the argument began to be heard that anthropologists should 
not offer advice to colonial rulers because this would help them 
to maintain their rule; it could, I think, have been answered by 
saying that, if one is able to indicate to any government ways 
in which its policy could be better directed in the interests of 
its subjects, one may and should do so. The argument, how- 
ever, recalls the climate of opinion of a time when we thought 
that, as students of ‘whole societies’, we were entitled to pro- 
nounce on all aspects of policy affecting non-European popu- 
lations. Malinowski’s writings on ‘successful culture contact’ 
were of this kind. He criticized the policies of the South 
African government of his day in the same way as many 
liberal writers were doing, often without relying at all on his 
special knowledge as an anthropologist. But one cannot say, 
‘As an anthropologist I am in a position to tell you what jus- 
tice is.’ One can only sometimes say, ‘As an anthropologist I 
am in a position to tell you what your policy has produced,’ 
with the rider, express or implied, ‘And can you square that 
with your idea of justice?’ If the policy-makers say they can 
square it, or that circumstances force them to adopt a policy 
in which other considerations take precedence of the interests 
of Africans (as the anthropologist sees them), there is nothing 
about being an anthropologist that entitles him to insist that 
he is right. These questions are for citizens as citizens to de- 
cide. An anthropologist who feels strongly about them—as 
many do—can use his special knowledge to brief the organizers 
of protests. But it must never be forgotten that there are 
anthropologists whose professional studies have led them to 
support apartheid. 

In the late thirties Malinowski’s pupils began to suggest that 
anthropologists should ask to be consulted when important 
policies were under consideration. It was generally political 
decisions that were envisaged. The Royal Anthropological In- 
stitute established a committee on applied anthropology, 
which drew up a memorandum for submission to the 
Australian government on the question whether the joint 
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Anglo-French administration of the New Hebrides should be 
continued, and actually sent a deputation to the Colonial Secre- 
tary to put arguments against the cession to South Africa of 
Swaziland, Basutoland and Bechuanaland. Some members of 
the committee believed that a move might be made to avert 
war with Germany by offering to restore her former colonies, 
and were anxious to have anthropologists included in the con- 
ference that they assumed would be held for this purpose. 

When the war came they hoped to be able to offer their 
services in reconstruction plans. In fact the increased funds 
that were made available for research immediately after the 
war were granted in principle for work expected to be of use to 
governments. Much of the research that was actually done was 
justified on the ground that any knowledge about the societies 
subject to their authority must be useful to them, but a few 
pieces of work were actually directed to specific problems of 
the existence of which the governments were aware. Thus 
Philip Mayer in Kenya suggested that agricultural extension 
work should be conducted through an approach to the tradi- 
tional work-groups of people from a number of neighbouring 
villages which he found to be operating among the Gusii. He 
also suggested ways in which the continual increase in the cost 
of bridewealth—recognized as a problem by administrators 
and Africans alike—could be checked.! S. F. Nadel made a 
detailed study of the complicated land tenure system of the 
Eritrean plateau, then an ex-Italian colony under military 
administration, now a part of Ethiopia, and concluded with a 
few hints on modifications which might reduce injustices and 
conflicts. 

Suggestions were made at the end of the Second World War 
that colonial governments should employ anthropological de- 
partments as they did other technical staffs, and one of them 
—Tanganyika—actually at one time had three anthropologists 
on its payroll (called sociologists so as not to offend anyone 
who might not like to be thought primitive). A more prac- 
ticable proposal, for which there had been earlier precedents 
in West Africa, was that there might be one Government 
Anthropologist in a territory, who would be a man of standing 
with recognized advisory functions. When, from 1945 on- 


* P. Mayer, Two Studies in Applied Anthropology in Kenya, 1951. 
* S. F. Nadel, ‘Land Tenure in the Eritrean Plateau’, Africa, 1946. 
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wards, the Colonial Office adopted an active policy of ‘develop- 
ment and welfare’, it became a usual practice to bring together 
in planning teams specialists from the different technical de- 
partments. Anthropologists thought they could usefully have 
been members of these teams. In practice it seems that only 
Nadel, while serving with the military government of Eritrea, 
was accorded a position of any standing in the counsels of 
government. 

Nadel had strong views about the right and duty of an- 
thropologists to give advice on policy. By their right he only 
meant that they should be present at high-level discussions, 
as he had apparently been himself; one could hardly ask, 
though Malinowski came near it, that the voice of the an- 
thropologist should at all times be decisive. But when he 
wrote about duty he went further than any of his colleagues. 
He expounded his views on this subject in his inaugural lec- 
ture as Professor of Anthropology in the Australian National 
University at Canberra.! This belongs to the time when people 
had just begun to be aware of the terrible potentialities of 
atomic weapons, and some held that the scientists whose re- 
search was being applied to the making of these weapons could 
be held guilty if a nuclear explosion should make the world 
uninhabitable. They ought to insist, people said, and some 
scientists said so too, that radio-activity should be manipu- 
lated only for the good of mankind. A scientist, it was argued, 
who allowed his discoveries to be used to destroy humanity 
would share the guilt of the destruction. 

In Nadel’s lecture an analogy with this argument is implicit. 
Anthropologists, he said, provide those in authority with data 
about the people over whom they rule. If they leave the 
governments to use this knowledge as they please, it may be 
used to do harm. He never indicated how this could be done, 
and when one considers what governments can do without the 
benefit of any data on social structure, one cannot help think- 
ing that the additional risk was not great. Nadel went on, 
however, to argue that anthropologists, in virtue of their 
knowledge, must claim a voice in the making of policy. They 
should not take a coward’s refuge in the argument that their 
knowledge is incomplete. Like anyone else, they might make 
blunders, but theirs would be ‘better blunders’. 

1 Anthropology and Modern Life, 1953. 
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This was the last time a British anthropologist offered his 
services as a general problem-solver, though some American 
anthropologists interested in Indian tribes continued to do so. 
We now propose for ourselves a humbler role. 

One reason for this is that the situations in which our know- 
ledge can be applied have radically changed in the last twenty 
years or so. The governments which might make use of it are 
no longer manned by our fellow-countrymen; they are inde- 
pendent African governments. It is very likely that the edu- 
cated leaders who now hold power in Africa have as little 
knowledge of the social systems of the peasant masses as most 
British administrative officers did, and it is by no means cer- 
tain that, just because they are Africans, or Indians, or 
Malays, they will prove better equipped to guide the destinies 
of other Africans, or Indians, or Malays. But the system of 
values of the western nations, from among whom still the 
majority of social anthropologists come, is such that we must 
accord a greater legitimacy to the aims of leaders belonging to 
the same nation as their followers than we do to alien rulers. 
Their desire to press on with westernization at a faster rate 
than the colonial governments did is not met with the same 
arguments against the disruption of traditional society that 
used to be heard between the wars. 

There are a number of reasons for this. One is that we do not 
regard the westernized élites of the new nations in the same 
light as foreigners arbitrarily imposing on their subjects laws 
and policies which they take for granted as the only right ones; 
men must be free, if they choose, to repudiate their own tradi- 
tions. Another is that we have become more keenly aware of 
the need to introduce scientific techniques of production in 
those regions where the population is already pressing on the 
means of subsistence. Then it is certainly true that the desire 
for the material goods of the industrial world is felt every- 
where, even if willingness to make the necessary social changes 
to obtain them is not. And finally, the questions that are posed 
to the anthropologist of today are much more specific, and 
are such that they can be answered without a crisis of 
conscience. 

The new leaders are not asking whether or how to preserve 
traditional authority, or what is the ‘natural’ line of develop- 
ment for people whose traditions are those appropriate to a 
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simple technology. They are aiming at technical improvement, 
and if they ask for advice from anthropologists it is advice 
which will help to secure this. 

In point of fact the governments of the new states do not 
very often seek the advice of anthropologists, for a number of 
reasons. They associate anthropology with the study of the 
primitive, and they do not wish their peoples to be thought 
primitive. Also, they are apt to assume that they must know 
more about their own fellow-countrymen than a foreigner can 
—a fallacy that is also cherished by many members of western 
stratified societies. 

So, if anthropologists are invited to have a say, it is usually 
in projects initiated by other bodies than the new govern- 
ments—by the various specialized agencies of the United 
Nations, the American State Department’s Agency for Inter- 
national Development, or by those American foundations 
which sponsor development projects in many parts of the 
world. Sometimes anthropologists are attached to the specialist 
teams that carry out these projects. Sometimes they are in- 
vited to share in the training of different types of specialist 
intending to work in peasant societies. Occasionally it has 
been practicable for an anthropologist to select as the subject 
of his fieldwork an area in which some type of planned develop- 
ment is going on. 

A particularly interesting subject for study is provided by 
the very many land settlement schemes which have been 
inaugurated in the last twenty years. The aim of these schemes 
has been to enable peasants to increase their incomes by giving 
them holdings of an economic size, and teaching them how to 
manage these efficiently. In the nature of things the removal 
of people from their own land to the new holdings also neces- 
sitates the development of a new set of social relationships— 
ideally the creation of a new community. But this aspect of 
settlement schemes, the aspect in which a social anthropologist 
is most interested, has commonly been taken for granted by 
the planners. Studies of land reform projects from this point of 
view have been made in Japan and in southern Europe, but 
not much in the traditional fields of the anthropologist. 

Some studies of land reform schemes, and of other develop- 
ment projects, have been hindsight appraisals, or post-mortems 
on failures, which are made in the hope of providing warning 
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signals to future planners. Most of the few books that have 
been published on this subject consist of warning lessons 
drawn from schemes that have failed. It may seem rather a 
declension from the high hopes of Malinowski and his first 
pupils to admit that this is all the anthropologist can do, but 
it is more honest to admit it and then to make the new claim 
that the warnings are in fact indispensable; to neglect them 
really may ruin a scheme. 

It is clear that, when planning aims at technical improve- 
ment, the anthropologist must respect the superiority of the 
technician in his own field. He cannot presume to say what is 
the best way to control mosquitoes or increase the yield of 
cotton. Nevertheless, he has something to say, and it is that 
knowing about the people you are working with—and knowing 
about them in the particular way that the anthropologist does 
—is just as important as knowing the habits of the swollen 
shoot virus of cocoa or the boll weevil cotton pest. 

The anthropologist no longer offers a blue-print; he offers a 
map—a map on which the dangerous passages and obstacles 
to communication are marked in red. He is more competent to 
account for resistance to change than to give recipes for bring- 
ing it about, and he has entirely abandoned any claim to 
decide what the direction of change should be. 

What the anthropologist offers in the name of the applica- 
tion of his science is, then, no more, and no less, than the ele- 
mentary principles of social analysis, along with certain simple 
facts about the ‘clients’ of development projects that are too 
easily overlooked. This may seem to be not very much, until 
it is remembered that many technicians are going round the 
world assuming that all they have to do is to give the same 
lecture on, say, soil conservation in Basutoland as in Ten- 
nessee, and others are instructing mothers how to feed their 
babies without a moment’s thought about the relation between 
the cost of nutritious foods and the family income. 

The projects on which anthropologists have mainly com- 
mented are of three kinds: public health campaigns, com- 
munity development projects (in which attempts are made to 
enlist the voluntary co-operation of villagers in constructing 
local improvements such as dams, walls, access roads) and land 
settlement schemes (in which peasants are moved to holdings 
expected to give them an adequate income if properly farmed). 
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Perhaps the anthropologist’s contribution to all these can be 
epitomized by saying he can explain why obvious improve- 
ments in technique are not accepted as soon as they are 
demonstrated; why people are not moved by arguments the 
validity of which is not in doubt. Impatient development 
workers blame this on the stupidity or the laziness of their 
‘clients’—assuming, in effect, that any man should be expected 
to respond to a rational exposition of reasons why he should 
change his mode of behaviour. 

The comment of the anthropologist on such explanations 
would be to call attention to the nature of the pressures for 
conformity in any society. He would ask the technician to 
consider what relationships are likely to be affected by the 
changes that are being advocated, and what are the sanctions 
that support these relationships. He would not beg the tech- 
nician to refrain from disturbing the existing scheme of things; 
rather he would urge him to remember that the range of people 
to be persuaded is wider than he may have supposed. Nutri- 
tionists in Africa frequently come up against the food restric- 
tions that deny nutritious foods to the people who need them 
most. It is, for example, very common for eggs to be taboo to 
women. Sometimes one reads that women on some domestic 
science course have been persuaded to eat the tabooed foods, 
and this is taken as a triumph—but back at home they accept 
the restrictions just as before. Of course they do. It is not 
‘superstitious fear’ that stops them eating eggs, it is knowing 
what their husbands would say if they knew. 

This example illustrates a wider, but very obvious, principle 
—that any person is more susceptible to moral pressure from 
people he meets every day than to the exhortations of some- 
body who just passes through the village. Neighbours can 
make their neighbours feel uncomfortable much more easily 
than development workers can make anybody feel uncomfort- 
able. 

From this point we advance to the proposition that no 
betterment scheme can work without local support. It is fair 
to say that most technicians recognize this, but it is still an 
important question where to expect support, and it may not 
always be easy to know where to look for it. The old-fashioned 
‘indirect rule’ principle, ‘Get the chief on your side’, is fine 
where there is a chief, but even there it has to be applied with 
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caution. In these days of rapid change it may be that the chief 
is the rallying-point of the conservatives—the symbol of. the 
traditions that they would like to see preserved. In that case 
it may be that he cannot afford to align himself actively on 
the side of change. Moreover, he now has only influence, not 
the coercive power that supported some chiefs under colonial 
rule. On the other hand, he can be actively hostile if his claim 
to be a leader of opinion is ignored. 

Within a village or a small political unit there may be rival 
leaders of opinion—chief versus teacher, or chief versus local 
representative of a political party. Or there may be factions, 
that is to say the community may be split by some long- 
standing quarrel. What is important in such circumstances is 
to avoid becoming identified with one of the rivals, since this 
will inevitably alienate the other. No anthropologist can tell 
in advance what the particular configuration of rivalries will 
be; he can only warn the development team to look out 
for it. 

An anthropologist advising a public health propaganda team 
in Indonesia noted that different kinds of community might 
look in different directions for leaders of opinion whose sup- 
port would be worth having; it was not necessary to assume 
that if there was no identifiable holder of authority, there was 
no one at all. In a village in central Sumatra, there were a 
number of men whom the people regarded, and would them- 
selves describe, as their appropriate leaders. These were the 
village head, the elders of descent groups, priests and other 
men learned in religion, and a less clearly defined class of men 
who were regarded as of superior intelligence. In a suburb of 
the capital no such recognized statuses existed. If, then, asked 
the anthropologist, there are no leaders of public opinion, how 
is public opinion formed? He would not entertain the assump- 
tion that there were no ‘collective representations’, no com- 
monly held value-judgments and interpretations of events. On 
such an assumption he could not help the health propagan- 
dists, and they would indeed have nothing to rely on but their 
attempts to instruct and convince individuals. The anthropo- 
logist observed that bands of men would go round together in 
the evening visiting the homes of their friends, bringing with 
them the day’s news and views and collecting more as they 
went. In such discussions, he perceived, was public opinion 
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formed; and somehow those who sought to introduce new 
ideas must take advantage of this process. 

Anthropologists with their knowledge of social structure can 
identify lines of communication along which ideas may spread. 
Thus in India, a villager has links with men of his caste out- 
side his own village; he meets them at weddings, funerals and 
all kinds of ritual; so it is likely that news of community 
development projects will spread from the place where these 
are introduced to neighbouring villages of similar caste con- 
stitution, and the development agent can judge from the vil- 
lage where he is working the possible reactions in these others. 

Another piece of general purpose advice, perhaps particu- 
larly significant for community development, is a warning 
against the assumption that people in simpler societies are 
‘communally minded’, and therefore more willing to give 
labour for the public good than the community development 
agent (paid to do his job) would be. To make this assumption 
is really to assume that the peoples among whom money does 
not circulate freely are in some way intrinsically different from 
those of the western world. An anthropologist would find it 
much more illuminating to assume that, although their cir- 
cumstances are different, their motives are essentially the 
same. Where there is no money to pay for services, people 
co-operate with their neighbours in the expectation that they 
will receive help in their turn; but as soon as payment is 
offered for labour, many people will seek to make the most of 
this opportunity, and many more will ask why, on some parti- 
cular occasion, they should be expected to work without pay 
—particularly if the invitation comes from ‘the government’, 
which in their past experience has been the main source of 
payment. The community development worker may even be 
the most altruistic person in the set-up; but he will have to 
come down to earth and realize that X and Y are bound to be 
asking ‘What’s in this for me?’ 

A much-quoted study from Peru of a campaign to induce 
women to boil water shows how and why the response to 
such a campaign varied with the social status of the women 
approached. This is not the story of a foreign visiting expert, 
but of a resident health worker born in the area, though not in 
the village where she was working. In this village of about a 
thousand people, all of whom would seem to members of an 
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affluent society to be desperately poor, several gradations of 
income level are recognized, and expectations of the health 
worker’s role, and the manner in which she was received, 
varied in relation to them. It was understood that such people 
operate among ‘the poor’—because ‘the poor’ are ignorant and 
dirty. This was a reason why the better off should resent and 
reject her advice. But vis-4-vis the poor she had another diffi- 
culty. The image, by then established in many minds, of the 
health worker was of one whose snooping you put up with be- 
cause she is a source of free medical treatment; but this health 
worker was not offering treatment, only exhortations to add 
to the daily chores by boiling water. A middle group, who had 
time to tidy up their houses and stop work to talk to her, were 
more willing to listen. Then there were people who had formed 
no image of the health worker and could not understand what 
she was there for; unfortunately our authority does not specify 
the ‘truly spectacular guesses’ made about her activities. 

In more than one context anthropologists have had to give 
the rather damping advice that the outsider who offers in- 
struction is not necessarily assumed to have superior know- 
ledge. His audience may dismiss his counsels with the argu- 
ment that they may be all right for him, but he belongs to a 
different kind of people. Or his motives may be suspected 
because he is associated with a suspect group; this was the 
case particularly with government technicians at periods of 
tension between nationalists and colonial rulers. There is no 
recipe for dealing successfully with such a situation. A fact 
that may well be disappointing to the employees of a new in- 
dependent government is that villagers sometimes look on its 
agents as ‘they’, with much the same attitude as they had to- 
wards their predecessors. In India, as Adrian Mayer observed, 
they asked suspiciously what the development agents were 
getting out of their job.1 To overcome that kind of suspicion 
people have to be willing to stay long enough in one place to 
make friends and inspire trust. But this again may be im- 
possible if the government has a vast plan intended to be car- 
ried out within a fixed time. Here applied anthropology would 
mean suggesting a different kind of programme—and this kind 
of advice is as little likely to be accepted as was the pre-war 
advice to leave people in peace. 

? Development Projects in an Indian Village’, Pacific Affairs, 1956. 
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In the field of public health anthropologists have been able 
to elucidate ideas about health and sickness that run counter 
to the arguments which the medical experts are seeking to 
propagate. They are of course familiar with the ideas of sick- 
ness as a punishment, or a misfortune produced by some per- 
son’s malevolence, that were discussed in connection with 
religion; and also with the food taboos imposed on social 
groups such as lineages, or on categories such as women or 
eldest sons. But they have also sometimes found that people 
have their own socially standardized ideas, unconnected with 
religious beliefs or observances, about the kinds of food that 
are beneficial or dangerous, particularly to children or sick 
people. These ideas may be completely wrong-headed, as when 
in Java women thought dried fish, the cheapest available 
animal protein, was bad for little children because it gave them 
a long list of complaints—all the most prevalent children’s 
diseases. Even in hospitals fish was not provided, not because 
the doctors forbade it but because the hospital cooks were so 
sure it was bad. But parents have to have some way of feeling 
that they have done what they can to protect their children— 
and even if they are told that the way they have been taught 
is no use but actually harmful, they are not likely to give up 
in a few minutes the ground on which this confidence rests. 

The Peruvian study already referred to brought to light a 
whole complex of ideas about ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ foods, which had 
a direct bearing on the water-boiling propaganda. The food 
lore of the people of Los Molinos divides all edible objects, and 
some others as well, into two classes, ‘hot’ and ‘cold’, a division 
which has little to do with temperature; these qualities are held 
to be intrinsic to the objects to which they are attributed. 
When people are sick they must avoid anything that is re- 
garded either as very hot or very cold, but in particular cold 
things are dangerous to them. ‘Raw’ water is a cold thing, so 
sick people must drink ‘cooked’ water—that is water which has 
been boiled, not necessarily hot water. One effect of this is that 
most people, through association, detest boiled water and can- 
not drink it without something to flavour it. What is perhaps 
worse is that boiling water regularly is the mark of a chronic 
invalid. 

Not only is this set of ideas, which can be most ingeniously 
defended, an obstacle to intellectual persuasion, it also 
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provides a rule of conduct. People who boil water when they 
are well are deviants. Some do it not because the health worker 
has convinced them but because they know it is done by 
people of high status outside the village; these may lead their 
neighbours to think they are ‘giving themselves airs’. 

What can the anthropologist recommend here? Unfortun- 
ately he has no recipe; all he can do is to warn the health visitor 
what she is up against and beg her to be patient in her efforts 
to persuade. These, alas, are the limitations of applied anthro- 
pology as we see them today. We do not claim to know any 
persuasion-magic. 

A good deal of the advice that anthropologists give is just 
common sense. Some of it does not depend at all on their 
specialist knowledge, but simply on their recognition that there 
is usually some sense in the point of view even of uneducated 
people, and that you can find what it is by staying among them 
long enough and by imaginatively putting yourself in their 
place. 

The Peruvian study is illuminating here too. It shows what 
the little action of boiling the water meant, in practical terms, 
for the housewives of Los Molinos. Some buy both wood and 
water; others cannot afford to, and must forage for both. They 
do not keep a fire going all day, but light it to cook the three 
meals they eat. When they are cooking, all their pots may be 
in use; the hearth may be so built that it will not take an extra 
pot to boil water anyhow. They cannot boil water overnight 
because of another piece of food lore; if it has been ‘cooked’ and 
then allowed to ‘sleep’, it is dangerously cold. If it is to be 
boiled, this must be done after a meal, when the fire is still hot. 
The time when people want to drink it is, naturally, midday 
when the sun is hottest. So it would have to be boiled after 
breakfast. But most women have to go out after breakfast on 
the quest for firewood and water, and food for their chickens 
or goats. Only the women who can stay in after breakfast boil 
their water. 

In Indonesia, again, Maurice Freedman made some calcu- 
lations about the relation between people’s incomes and the 
cost of the foods they were being urged to give their children. 
Even people who own cows, he observed, sell all their milk; 
otherwise they could not get back their outlay on the cow, and 
the price of a pint of milk will buy more than a day’s supply 
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for a family of the rice and dried fish that they live on. In 
the same way Paul Stirling, an anthropologist who recently 
worked in a land settlement area in southern Italy, noticed 
that the water provided for irrigation could not be adequately 
used without precise timing, which it was impossible to 
organize, and without a high degree of technical skill which 
the new field owners did not have. 

Such observations, incidental to an anthropologist’s main 
work, could be made by anybody with the time and the 
patience to stay and observe what went on in the intervals 
between the visits of persons in authority. In the field of land 
settlement economists have occasionally done this. Elsewhere 
it has in practice been left to anthropologists. 

Anthropologists often wish that those in authority, and par- 
ticularly those at the lower levels in the hierarchy, who have 
most contact with the villagers, knew more about the analysis 
of society, and sometimes offer to teach them. It is rarely 
possible for them to give much time to learning, and quite 
impossible to impart to them all the knowledge expected of a 
professional anthropologist. A recommendation made to the 
authorities in Java was that health workers, before embarking 
on their campaigns, should spend a little time just living in a 
village, and so become aware of the realities of life there. 
Sometimes it is possible to teach social workers in training 
about the actual social structure of the people they will be 
working among. This is in a sense like giving them a map to 
help them find their way. More often we can only offer warn- 
ings of typical difficulties. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


Full-scale books on this subject come from American sources, and 
tend to look for difficulties caused by cultural inconveniences, such 
as finding that people who have been persuaded to sow higher- 
yielding grain do not like the taste of the flour, rather than for 
questions of social status and social pressures. But a large number 
of examples are to be found in E. H. Spicer ed., Human Problems 
in Technological Change (1952), B. D. Paul and W. B. Miller eds., 
Health, Culture and Community (1955) (which contains the Peru- 
vian, water-boiling story), and G. Foster, Traditional Cultures and 
the Impact of Technological Change (1962). M. Freedman, A Report 
on some Aspects of Food, Health and Society in Indonesia (1955), is 
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available only in mimeographed form, but its most important con- 
clusions are published in the South Pacific Quarterly Review, April 
1958. B. Benedict, Preliminary Survey on the Needs of Youth in 
Nyasaland (1963), applies the expert knowledge of the anthropo- 
logist to another theme. 

Those interested in a historical approach to the subject should 
read ‘Practical Anthropology’ in Africa, 1929, in which Malinowski 
threw down the gauntlet, the reply by P. E. Mitchell, then a pro- 
vincial commissioner in Tanganyika, ‘The Anthropologist and the 
Practical Man’, and Malinowski’s rejoinder ‘The Rationalization 
of Anthropology and Administration’ (both in Africa, 1980). S. F. 
Nadel, Anthropology and Modern Life (1953), represents the highest 
claims made by an anthropologist since Malinowski. L. P. Mair, 
‘Applied Anthropology and Development Policies’, in Studies in 
Applied Anthropology (1957), is in part a comment on this. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


RELATED SUBJECTS III: 
RACE RELATIONS 


THE nature of the relations among populations held to belong 
to different ‘races’—that is, distinguished, or supposed to be 
distinguishable, by physical characteristics—is a matter of 
grave concern to all thinking people. They ask whether it is 
really true that these physical differences go with differences 
in mental and moral characteristics, and whether there is 
something about them that makes it peculiarly difficult for 
people of different ‘races’ to live amicably together. If social 
anthropologists are expected to answer these questions, the 
reason is simply that the populations among which they have 
done most of their work have brown or black skins. The 
questions are asked by people who would like to see more 
amicable relationships between populations of different skin 
colour than exist in many countries today. In Britain such 
people are concerned about the disadvantages at which im- 
migrants from Commonwealth countries find themselves, and 
about the violence that has sometimes broken out between 
them and their neighbours. In America they are concerned 
with policies aiming at the ‘integration’ of Negro and white 
populations and the resistance offered to such policies. 

These are practical questions, not asked simply for the sake 
of knowledge. This would be no reason why anthropologists 
should not try to answer them, but in fact the range of ques- 
tions that is asked belongs to a number of different disciplines, 
and only a small part of them call for his special knowledge. 
Is it true that humanity is divided into races? Is it true that 
some are naturally superior to others? Is it true that there is a 
natural feeling of repugnance between people of different race? 
If not, why does one so often come up against such a feeling? 

The nature of the relation between physical inheritance and 
mental or moral qualities belongs squarely in the field of 
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physical anthropology. But when one turns to the actual situa- 
tions of racial conflict that present us with problems today, 
there is not in fact anything about them that is peculiar to the 
confrontation of people with different physical characteristics. 
They are all manifestations of group exclusiveness on the one 
hand and reactions of the excluded on the other. Some situa- 
tions of ‘race conflict’ have more in common with the problems 
of any immigrants in a new environment, some with those of 
social mobility in stratified societies. As such they belong to 
the broader field of the sociologist. The question why social 
antagonisms should be expressed in hostility towards groups 
symbolized by physical characteristics is one for social 
psychologists. 

Social anthropologists, as was explained at the beginning of 
this book, are not nowadays expected to master the field of 
physical anthropology, but many students of the subject are 
probably interested in that corner of it which bears on current 
controversies about racial characteristics. This chapter will 
give a brief account of this topic, but will not attempt to 
pursue the social aspects of situations involving ‘race 
relations’. 

The popular notion of ‘race’, important though it is as a 
social fact, has very little relation to knowledge established by 
scientific inquiry. A point on which such a student might 
pause for a moment is the reflection that popular categoriza- 
tions are based entirely on characteristics that can be seen 
when people are fully dressed, namely skin colour and the 
appearance of face and head. Why should it be so readily 
assumed that these are the most significant of the great num- 
ber of physical characters that interest biologists? And why, if 
different mental and moral qualities are ascribed to different 
‘races’, should it be assumed that the operations of the mind 
and brain are somehow linked to the colour of the skin? Is this 
even plausible when you come to ask how the connection 
could work? Are such judgments any more rational than 
judging a person by whether he rides a scooter or a motor 
cycle? In point of fact, when physical anthropologists are 
measuring the characters of different populations they are 
largely concerned with data that are not accessible at all to 
casual observation, such as the distribution of certain sub- 
stances in the blood, or respiration rate or blood pressure. 
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It should be noted too that when physical anthropologists 
make their measurements, they do not expect to sort people 
out—even for one character at a time—into clearly separable 
divisions. Pygmies are short, as we all know; and many of us 
have heard of the immensely tall herdsmen of the Ruwenzori 
mountains, the Tusi aristocrats who a few years ago were 
driven out by a peasant revolution. The popular stereotype 
shows us a little pygmy beside a tall Tusi, and measurements 
confirm that the average height of pygmies is much less than 
that of Tusi; nevertheless you could find a tall pygmy who was 
taller than a short Tusi. In other words, the averages for any 
particular character differ for different populations, but the 
extremes always overlap. The more characters that are 
measured, the harder it must be to find any combination in all 
of which populations can be placed in order on the same scale. 

But since social anthropologists are concerned with be- 
haviour, the question about which we need to be clear is that 
of the correlation—if there is any—between physical and 
mental characteristics. In popular categorizations, people 
ascribe all kinds of moral defects to ‘races’ other than their 
own (as they commonly do also to peoples of different language 
and culture, even if they do not regard them as belonging to 
different races). Close examination does not show such correla- 
tions. Some studies of crime made among immigrant groups in 
America failed to find significant differences among them, or 
between them and longer-established Americans; in particular 
it was noted that among the newer immigrants crime de- 
creased with the generations, as the descendants of immigrants 
were brought up in the standards of American society. One 
study made in Chicago showed that the city could be zoned 
into belts extending outwards from the centre, in which the 
crime rate steadily decreased as one went further out. This 
relationship remained the same over a number of years, while 
the population of the different zones was changing all the time. 
In other words, it was always the new immigrants who took 
the inferior jobs and had to live in the ‘criminal’ slum quarters. 
Their children did better and moved gradually outwards. But 
if criminal tendencies were ‘in their blood’, the crime rate 
should have moved with them.' 

The point was made in earlier chapters that it is actually 

10. Klineberg, Race Differences, 1935, pp. 235-6. 
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quite inaccurate to talk of ‘blood’ kin as if a person’s bio- 
logical inheritance was conveyed i in his blood. It comes in fact 
from the parental genes, in the male sperm and female ovum, 
which combine at the moment of his conception. At that 
moment a person receives his hereditary outfit, and everything 
in his physical constitution must come from this; thus he 
could not grow up with eyes of a colour for which he did not 
have the appropriate genes, nor attain to greater stature than 
his genes allow, though many circumstances might prevent his 
reaching his potential height. But one cannot argue directly, 
either forwards or backwards, from the genes to the person we 
see in front of us, since the genes modify one another’s effects, 
and environment begins to influence the person’s development 
even while he is still in the womb. As soon as he is born, 
cultural influences get to work on him. 

Nor is it possible to argue from what two parents are like to 
what their child may be expected to be like. Reasons which 
might be considered sufficient have just been given, but to 
them must be added the fact that the child inherits only half 
the genes of either parent, and it is a matter of chance which 
he will get from either. Hence it is vain to imagine that there is 
a special configuration of genes for army colonels or university 
dons—if you happen to admire either of these types—and en- 
courage your daughter to marry one or other so that her 
children may be correspondingly admirable. The fact that 
every individual’s hereditary make-up is unique is yet another 
argument against ascribing qualities to, or explaining them by, 
‘racial’ origins. 

Geneticists would agree that there are no genes for moral 
qualities; what individuals show here is a matter of the values 
of the society they grow up in and the success with which these 
values are imparted to them, and indeed the social influences 
that they experience all through their lives. But intelligence— 
which is a matter of the functioning of the brain and the 
nervous system—4s inherited; it is generally agreed that there 
is a correlation between the intelligence of a child and that of 
its parents. But what is innate is intelligence in the most un- 
differentiated sense of the word—the prospect of being a quick 
learner of whatever skill best engages the child’s interest 
(which will be largely a matter of chance), not of being ‘mathe- 
matical’ or ‘literary’ or ‘musical’. When one is considering the ~ 
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large populations that are generally thought of as ‘races’, 
there is within each as wide a range in the field of intelligence 
as there is in that of stature, so that there is little meaning in 
trying to grade such populations according to their intelli- 
gence. Moreover, whereas there is no difficulty about measur- 
ing stature, no one has yet succeeded in devising a test of 
intelligence that is not somehow linked with cultural ex- 
perience and so biased in favour of particular cultures. Intelli- 
gence tests give some indication whether a child will do well in 
a particular educational system; they tell us little about 
whether a Peruvian or a Chinese child would cope better with 
an environment that was entirely strange to them both. 

A strictly endogamous population could be said to have a 
‘genetic pool’, a limited number of genes from which all its 
members must draw their physical characteristics, so that, to 
take the simplest example, none of them could ever have blue 
eyes. But in fact strict endogamy of this kind is only main- 
tained among physically isolated populations, and there have 
not been many of these in historical times. Since the epoch of 
the great voyages of discovery—that is, in the last 400 years— 
there has been so much intermingling of genes that it would 
be vain now to look, outside a few small islands, for a popula- 
tion with an identifiable common inheritance. In these circum- 
stances mere claims to practise, or to have practised, strict 
endogamy cannot be taken as evidence of ‘racial’ purity; for 
even groups that refuse to recognize legal marriage between 
their members and persons whom they regard as racially 
different have never been able to control sex relations of the 
disapproved kind. What they do is to refuse to recognize the 
offspring of such relations as belonging to their group. 

It will be clear that this is not a subject in regard to which 
anthropologists have developed a body of theory related to 
other aspects of their studies. It can be pursued by reading in 
any number of different directions; but it is not a subject that 
is isolable for investigation in the context of a particular 
discipline. 


SUGGESTIONS FOR READING 


American sociologists, inspired by the situation, of large numbers of 
new immigrants in their country, were the first to concentrate on 
Is A—S* 
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the study of race relations. It is an interesting fact, obviously con- 
nected with historical events, that before the Second World War 
the term ‘race prejudice’ primarily suggested anti-Semitism, where- 
as today it would be more likely to suggest attitudes towards dark- 
skinned persons. er 

O. Klineberg, Race Differences (1935), discusses the distribution 
of physical traits among the populations generally thought of as 
‘races’, and the correlation, or lack of correlation, between these 
and intelligence and between them and moral qualities. A valuable 
short essay is P. E. Vernon, ‘Race and Intelligence’, in P. Mason 
ed., Man, Race and Darwin (1960). 

J. S. Huxley and A. C. Haddon, We Europeans, also published 
in 1985, covers somewhat similar ground in the discussion of the 
social significance of biological heredity, and goes on to show the 
impossibility of identifying a ‘Nordic’ race. D. G. MacRae, ‘Race 
and Sociology’, in his Ideology and Society (1961), discusses some 
early theories of race. 

One of the first tasks undertaken by UNESCO was to popularize 
information on the actual state of knowledge concerning the social 
significance of biological qualities. This activity was inspired in part 
by revulsion against the enormities of the Hitler regime, and in part 
by the growing insistence of dark-skinned peoples on equality of 
treatment. A number of pamphlets of unequal value were produced. 
The most useful are G. M. Morant, The Significance of Racial 
Differences, and L. C. Dunn, Race and Biology (1952); both are 
succinct statements of the facts as physical anthropologists see 
them. 

British students will probably be most interested in literature 
dealing with the problems created by the settlement in Britain of 
immigrants from the West Indies and from Pakistan. K. L. Little’s 
Negroes in Britain (1947) is a history of the changing attitudes of 
the people of Britain towards Negroes, with some account of the 
attitude towards the British of the Negro population in the Cardiff 
docks. M. P. Banton, The Coloured Quarter (1955), gives the results 
of a study made in the East End of London; the same author’s 
White and Coloured (1959) discusses problems of prejudice and dis- 
crimination in general terms. R. Glass, Newcomers (1960), is about 
West Indians in London. M. Freedman ed., A Minority in Britain 
(1955), is a study of the Jewish community. 

The best-known work on Negro-White relations in America is 
G. Myrdal’s An American Dilemma (1944). Also to be reeommended 
are J. Dollard, Caste and Class in a Southern Town (1987), and O. C. 
Cox, Caste, Class and Race (1948). 

There is also a considerable literature on South Africa. Books 
worth looking at are I. D. MacCrone, Race Aititudes (1937), and 
S. Patterson, Colour and Culture in South Africa (1953), and The 
Last Trek (1957). The second of these deals with the Cape Coloured 
community, the last with the Afrikaners. 
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